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Preface 


This book has taken longer to produce than either of us could have anticipated. 
Being located on either side of the world in Birmingham and Sydney, meeting 
only a few times a year, and being diverted by other academic activities as 
well as simply trying to get on with life, have all meant that it has taken 
almost a decade for us to finish. We hope that the fruit of our efforts will be 
thought worthy of the nurturing and cultivating that have been given to it—it 
is certainly ripe enough by now. 

We acknowledge with gratitude the assistance we have received from the 
staffs of the John Rylands University Library, Manchester, the Siileymaniye 
Library, Istanbul, and the Egyptian National Library, Cairo, in supplying pho- 
tocopies of the manuscripts edited and translated here, and for responding to 
queries. In addition, we happily thank a number of scholars who have helped 
us at various stages. Prominent among these are Professor Lejla Demiri, Uni- 
versity of Tiibingen, who secured a copy of the unique manuscript of the Radd 
‘ala l-Nasara in the Stileymaniye Library, Istanbul, Professor Sabine Schmidtke, 
Princeton University, New Jersey, who read and commented on parts of the 
Introduction, and above all Mr Khalid Muhammad ‘Abduh, Cairo, who when 
he heard that we were working on ‘Ali al-Tabari’s polemical works provided us 
with a copy of the late manuscript of Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla in the Egyptian 
National Library, and shared with us his own researches on the author and the 
editions of the two works he had made. This was a great help, and an immense 
gesture of generosity. Needless to say, neither he nor anyone other than the two 
of us is responsible for mistakes in what we have completed. 

In the course of our work, we have consulted together periodically in order 
to agree readings in the Arabic texts and translations in the English text. We 
happily thank the British Academy, the University of Birmingham and the 
University of Sydney for the financial support they have given to enable us to 
do this. 


‘Ali ibn Rabban al-Tabari, Fragments of a Life 


The two works presented here are among the most significant examples of 
Muslim responses to Christianity. They comprise one of the earliest surviving 
Muslim analyses of the contradictions in Christian theology and also one of 
the earliest known apologies for the prophetic status of Muhammad. Written 
in the mid-ninth century by the convert from Christianity ‘Ali ibn Rabban al- 
Tabani, they reflect discussions in one of the most intensive periods of exchange 
between Christians and Muslims, and they give an unrivalled depiction of the 
attitude of a leading intellectual and public figure in ‘Abbasid society towards 
his new faith and the one he had left. 

The works have been known in published form for many years, the Radd 
‘ala l-Nasara, the earlier of the two, since it was edited in 1959 by I-A. Khalifé 
and W. Kutsch! and translated into French in 1995 by Jean-Marie Gaudeul,? and 
the Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla since it was translated in 1922 and edited in 1923 by 
Alphonse Mingana.? However, scholarship has moved on, new information has 
come to light, and it is time to look at the works afresh, not least because defects 
in the editions of both and controversies surrounding the date and authorship 
of the Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla have hampered proper study of them, and have 
meant that neither work has been accorded its due status or placed properly 
within its intellectual and religious context. The editions and translations pre- 
sented here, which are based on close examination of all the manuscripts of 
the works, including a hitherto unknown copy of the Din wa-dawla, and also 
quotations from this work in later authors that have been identified compar- 
atively recently, are intended to remedy this lack and to make possible the 
study and appreciation of what are unusually well-informed and often inge- 
nious arguments from a singular mind possessing knowledge and experience 
that were almost unique among Muslim authors of his or virtually any other 
time. 


1 I-A. Khalifé and W. Kutsch, ‘Ar-Radd ‘ala-n-Nasara de ‘Ali at-Tabari’, Mélanges de l’ Université 
Saint Joseph 36 (1959) 13-148. 

2 J.-M. Gaudeul, Riposte aux Chrétiens par ‘Ali al-Tabari, Rome, 1995. 

3 A. Mingana, The Book of religion and empire, Manchester, 1922; Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla, 
Manchester, 1923. 
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2 ‘ALI IBN RABBAN AL-TABARI, FRAGMENTS OF A LIFE 
‘Ali al-Tabari: The Early Records 


As his last name indicates, ‘Ali al-Tabari came from Tabaristan, the region 
south of the Caspian Sea from where the great historian and exegete Abu 
Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (839-923) also originated. ‘Ali was born 
a Christian, as he himself relates, the son of a scholar whose Syriac-speaking 
contemporaries acknowledged as a leader among them by giving him the title 
rabban, ‘our master’. As part of ‘Ali’s name, this title has caused confusion from 
early times down to the present. 

Outside ‘Ali’s own works? the earliest details about his life are given in the 
tenth century by Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari in his Ta’rtkh al-rusul wa-l-muluk. He calls 
‘Ali simply ‘Ali ibn Rabban, the Christian secretary (al-katib al-Nasrant), and 
says he was secretary to Mazyar ibn Qarin, the governor of Tabaristan. In 838- 
839, after the governor had risen in revolt and the caliph’s forces were closing in, 
Mazyar sent ‘Ali with the deputy commander of his guard to exact ransom from 
townspeople whom he was holding captive,° and a year later, when Mazyar’s 
cause was lost, he gave ‘Ali and four other close followers permission to return 
to their homes in order to protect their possessions against the encroaching 
army.® From all this it seems clear that although he was a Christian (Abu Ja‘far 
shows no awareness of any conversion), ‘Ali was a senior member of the Muslim 
governor’s administration and a trusted supporter. It also suggests that he had 
reached maturity by the time Mazyar entrusted him with a delicate and difficult 
operation. 

Later in the tenth century, Ibn al-Nadim gives fuller personal information 
about ‘Ali in the Fihrist. He names him as ‘Ali ibn Rabal or Zayn Abu |-Hasan 
‘Ali ibn Sahl al-Tabari, and says he was secretary to Mazyar. He converted to 
Islam at the prompting of the Caliph al-Mu‘tasim (1. 833-842) and came to 
court, where the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-861) later made him a table 
companion (nadim). Among his medical works, the best known is his Firdaws 
al-hikma.” The forms ‘Rabal’ or ‘Zayn’ can be read as the result of efforts to 
understand the Syriac ‘Rabban’, while the comment about ‘Ali’s intimacy with 
two ‘Abbasid rulers suggests that his bureaucratic and possibly medical talents 
were recognised at the highest levels, though his conversion as early as 842 
presents problems, as will be discussed below. 


For the earliest biographical notices, see Mingana, Religion and empire, pp. xi-xiii. 

5 AbuJafar al-Tabari, Ta7ikh al-rusul wa-l-mulik, series 3, vol. 2, ed. S. Guyard and MJ. de Goeje, 
Leiden, 1881, pp. 1276-1277. 

6 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, pp. 1283-1284. There is a further reference on p. 1293. 

7 Ibnal-Nadim, Fihrist, ed. M. Rida-Tajaddud, Tehran, 1971, p. 354. 
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In the twelfth century, Abia 1-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Abi 1-Qasim ibn Zayd al-Bayhaqi 
(d. 170) mentions ‘Ali briefly in his Tatimma siwan al-hikma, where he con- 
fuses details about him and his father. Evidently referring to Sahl al-Tabari, 
al-Bayhaqi says that he was a scribe of the city of Merv, who possessed lofty 
ambitions and knowledge of the Gospel and medicine, and that the mean- 
ing of rabban is ‘great teacher’. His son was an expert physician, as is attested 
by his Firdaws al-hikma, which was one of his many works, most of them on 
medicine.® Al-Bayhaqi says nothing about ‘Ali's years in the service of Mazyar 
and the caliphs or about his conversion, though he implicitly identifies his 
Christian origins. 

Some decades after this, Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn Isfandiyar gives a few 
scant details in his history of Tabaristan, which he wrote in 1216. He places ‘Ali 
among the men of the region who were known as writers and scribes, and says 
that he was at first secretary to Mazyar ibn Qarin and later to the Caliph al- 
Mutasim. He remembers ‘Ali for his originality and eloquence, and for his two 
medical works, Firdaws al-hikma and Bahr al-fawa’id.? Ibn Isfandiyar seems 
unaware of any conversion, though in another place he confirms ‘Ali's links 
with both Mazyar and the ‘Abbasid caliphate when he reports that the caliph 
appointed ‘Ali (he gives his name as ‘Ali ibn Zayn in the same mistaken way as 
others who could not make sense of the title rabban) to the position previously 
held by Mazyar ‘in the foreign office. He adds the valuable note that when ‘Ali 
was informed that his despatches were less rich in meaning than Mazyar’s, 
he explained that Mazyar had been writing in his own language whereas he 
himself was having to translate into Arabic.!° What Ibn Isfandiyar means by 
‘Ali replacing Mazyar is not entirely clear, though it is likely to be connected 
with the time Mazyar had spent close to the Caliph al-Ma’mun some twenty 
years earlier, when he had been made to convert to Islam.!! 

At about the same time as this, the geographer and historian Yaqut al- 
Hamawi (1179-1229) in his Mujam al-buldan says simply that ‘Ali, whom he 
again mistakenly names as ‘Ali ibn Zayn al-Tabari, was secretary to Mazyar and 
was learned in many subjects, especially medicine.!” 


8 Al-Bayhaqi, Tarikh al-hukam@’, ya‘ni tarjuma-i Tatimma Siwan al-hikma, ed. Muhammad 
Shafi‘, Lahore, 1935, Arabic text, p. 9. Some of these details recall what ‘Ali himself says at 
the beginning of the Firdaws al-hikma. 

9 An abridged translation of the History of Tabaristan by Muhammad 6. al-Hasan 6. 
Isfandiyar, trans. E.G. Browne, Leiden, 1905, p. 80. 

10 — History of Tabaristan, p. 43. 

11 ~~ M. Rekaya, art. ‘Karinids’, El2. 

12 = Yaqut, Mufam al-buldan, ed. Farid ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Jundi, Beirut, 1990, vol. 2, p. 542, col. 1. 
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Ibn al-Qifti (1172-1248) in his Ta’rikh al-hukam@’ names ‘Ali as Abt |-Hasan 
‘Ali ibn Rabban al-Tabari and identifies him as a specialist in medical knowl- 
edge. He links him with the governors of Tabaristan and says that after an 
uprising he went to Rayy, where he taught Abt Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariyy& 
al-Razi (854-925 or 935), and adds that he later went to Samarra, where he 
wrote his Firdaws al-hikma. In a further note, for which he acknowledges Ibn al- 
Nadim, he explains that ‘Ali’s father was given the title rabban because he was 
a Jewish rabbi (kana rabin al-Yahud), and that ‘Ali became a Muslim under the 
influence of al-Mu‘tasim and was close to both this caliph and al-Mutawakkil. 
The reference to ‘Ali’s father’s Jewish roots does not appear in the extant text 
of Ibn al-Nadim, and one wonders whether Ibn al-Qifti made this link himself 
in the same way he links ‘Ali with Abu Bakr al-Razi, on the supposition that it 
seemed a likely possibility. 

A few decades after this, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (c. 1194-1270) in his Uyin al-anba’ 

fi tabaqat al-atibba@ repeats the report that ‘Ali was secretary to Mazyar ibn 
Qarin, that he converted to Islam under al-Mu‘tasim and was made one of 
al-Mutawakkil’s table companions, and that he was the teacher of Abu Bakr 
al-Razi in medicine. Immediately before this, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a says that ‘Ali’s 
father (the text reads wa-kana waliduhu ‘Ali ibn Rabban, but this must be a 
mistake for waladuhu) Rabban al-Tabari was a Jew, a doctor and an astrologer, 
expert in medicine, engineering, mathematics and translation of philosophi- 
cal works. He was named rabban because of his expertise in Jewish law, and 
he made a translation of Ptolemy’s Almagest.“ The title rabban has evidently 
misled both Ibn al-Qifti and Ibn Usaybi‘a into thinking ‘Ali’s father was not a 
Christian, though the stress they lay on his knowledge of science and philoso- 
phy supports what ‘Ali himself says about him in the Firdaws al-hikma. 

Finally, Ibn Khallikan (121-1282) in his Wafayat al-a‘yan wa-anb@ abna@’ al- 
zaman repeats the point that ‘Ali was the teacher of Abt Bakr al-Razi, identifies 
him as the author of well-known medical works, and says that he converted 
from Christianity to Islam.!5 This is the first mention of a conversion from 
Christianity. 

This sequence of rather meagre and progressively repetitive notes suggests 
that for all his reputation as a medical expert ‘Ali al-Tabari was not well known 
personally, though it was generally accepted that he worked first in the service 


13 ~~ Ibn al-Qifti, Ta’rikh al-hukama’, ed. J. Lippert, Leipzig, 1903, p. 231. 

14 Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, Uyun al-anba@ fitabaqat al-atibba, ed. M. Basil ‘Uyun al-Sid, Beirut, 1998, 
PP. 379, 378. 

15 Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a‘yan wa-anb@ abn@ al-zaman, ed. I. ‘Abbas, Beirut, 1977, vol. 5, 
p. 159. 
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of Mazyar ibn Qarin in Tabaristan and later for the caliphs al-Mu‘tasim and 
his successors in Samarra’, under whom he converted from his original faith 
to Islam. He appears to have been active mainly in the period between about 
835, when he achieved some standing under Mazyar, and about 860, when he 
was among the close companions of al-Mutawakkil. Some of the biographers 
repeatedly mistake the second Syriac element of his name for Zayn or similar, 
and from Ibn al-Qifti onwards they often interpret this element as a Jewish title, 
and impute Jewish ancestry to him. 

These details given by ‘Ali’s biographers are supplemented and corrected by 
references in ‘Ali's own surviving works. At the beginning of the Firdaws al- 
hikma, the medical work for which he was best known, he says, with a hint 
of pride in his words, that his father was a scholar in Merv, a man dedicated to 
piety but even more to science, and ‘showed more interest in (kana yuqaddimu) 
medicine than in the occupation of his ancestors’. It was for this reason that 
he was given the title rabban, ‘our master’. ‘Ali explains that the meaning of 
this term ‘is “great among us” and “learned among us”’!6 This important note 
makes clear that the element in ‘Ali's name that is mistakenly rendered Zayn, 
Zayl and so on by the Muslim authors who mention him is in fact his father 
Sahl’s title, a Syriac term that, though it resembles the Hebrew ‘rabbi’, was 
given by Christians to distinguished scholars.!” The distortions in the various 
biographical notices, as well as in manuscripts of ‘Ali’s works, show that it 
was systematically misunderstood and that the undotted skeletal forms of the 
letters were adapted to more familiar Arabic names. It was clearly used by Ibn 
al-Qifti and others to create the tradition that ‘Ali came from Jewish ancestry. 
This misrepresentation continues to the present,!® though the earliest notices 
contain no hint to support it. On the contrary, their references to ‘Ali converting 
to Islam from Christianity, as well as the evidence of his own anti-Christian 
works, convincingly deny it. 

Other details in the Firdaws al-hikma confirm some of the points about 
‘Ali’s life and period of activity that were remembered by later authors. At 
the beginning, he says that he finished the work in Samarr@ in the third year 


16 ‘Ali al-Tabari, Firdaws al-hikma, ed. M.Z. Siddiqui, Berlin, 1928, p. 1. 

17 C. Adang, Muslim writers on Judaism and the Hebrew Bible, from Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm, 
Leiden, 1996, p. 24, n. 3, mentions a reference found only in the Berlin manuscript of the 
Firdaws al-hikma, where ‘Ali alludes to his father’s interest in Hebrew language. 

18 Eg. M. Rosen, art. “Ali ibn Sahl ibn Rabban al-Tabar?, in Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd 
edition, 2007, Jerusalem, vol. 1, pp. 659-660; J. Al-Khalili, Pathfinders, the golden age of 
Arabic science, London, 2010, pp. 45, 144. Here the biographical details have become 
irretrievably tangled. 
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of al-Mutawakkil’s reign,!9 which would be about 850, and that he originally 
wrote it in Arabic and afterwards translated it into Syriac.2° Elsewhere, in 
Chapter 312, entitled ‘On signs in the air pointing to coming events’, he refers 
to occurrences towards the end of the reign of the Caliph al-Mu ‘tasim (d. 842) 
that presaged the death of his successor al-Wathig (1. 842-847), whom ‘Ali calls 
by his personal name Harin,”! and in many places he quotes from the East 
Syrian Christian medical experts Yahya ibn Masawayh (d. 857) and Hunayn ibn 
Ishaq (809-873), the latter of whom was celebrated for his Arabic translations 
of Greek scientific texts for the Caliphs al-Ma’mun (r. 813-833), al-Mu‘tasim, al- 
Wathiq and al-Mutawakkil. Since Hunayn was the latter’s personal physician, 
it is entirely likely that he and ‘Ali were well acquainted, especially since 
they almost certainly came from the same Christian denomination. However, 
although ‘Ali makes clear that he respected Hunayn’s medical expertise, the two 
may not have been close, since at this time ‘Ali was in all likelihood warming to 
Islam, while Hunayn was resisting invitations to convert. His correspondence 
from about this time with one of the Munajjim family, probably ‘Ali ibn Yahya 
ibn al-Munajjim,? who like ‘Ali was a table companion of al-Mutawakkil, has 
been preserved, and it shows that he took a very disdainful attitude towards the 
other faith, as will be seen below. 

These details indicate that ‘Ali was active in the ‘Abbasid court in the decades 
around the middle of the ninth century; the caliphs for whom he worked 
and the figures whom he knew all date from about this time. It is maybe 
not coincidental that in the Firdaws he refers to al-Mutawakkil by the un- 
Islamic title of ‘the greatest king’ (al-malik al-azam), and that while he accords 
him his full formal dignity of al-‘Ad] al-Mu’ayyad al-Wahhab Ja‘far al-Imam al- 
Mutawakkil ‘ala Allah, Amir al-Mu’minin,?° there is none of the lavish praise 
that is found in the Din wa-dawla, where, writing as a Muslim, each time he 
mentions the caliph he thanks him excessively for the help and support the 
caliph has given him.”* This distant form of reference in the Firdaws allows the 
possibility that he had not yet become a Muslim by the time he had finished 


19 Firdaws al-hikma, p. 2. 

20 ~~ Firdaws al-hikma, p. 8. 

21 ~~ Firdaws al-hikma, p. 519. On this, see M. Meyerhof, “Ali at-Tabari’s “Paradise of wisdom’, 
one of the oldest Arabic compendiums of medicine; Isis 16 (1931) 6-54, pp. 8-9, 40-41. 

22 SeeD.Thomas,B. Roggemaetal. (eds), Christian-Muslim relations, a bibliographical history 
volume 1 (600-900), Leiden, 2009, pp. 762-767, for arguments in favour of this member of 
the Bani Munajjim as the author of this invitation. 

23 ~~ ~Firdaws al-hikma, p. 2 lines 20, 23-24. 

24 See below, pp. 204-207, 470-471, 472-473. 
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the work, although it must be acknowledged that when he says that God 
permitted him to complete it, adhina Allah ta‘ala ft itmamihi,*® his language is 
recognisably Islamic. Stronger evidence, although again not conclusive, is that 
while he quotes copiously from the Bible he does not quote from the Qur'an. 
This would seem to suggest that even though he had worked in a Muslim 
environment for years, first in the court of the convert Mazyar ibn Qarin and 
then in the court of the caliphs, he was not familiar enough with the Quran to 
use it as freely as Christian scripture, or interested enough in it to refer to it as 
an authority or support. 

Further personal details appear in the two works that ‘Ali wrote after he had 
converted. In the Radd ‘ala I-Nasara (referred to twice in the Kitab al-din wa-l- 
dawla, and hence the earlier of the two), which he composed ‘as a renunciation 
of Christianity’ (li--tanassul min din al-Nasraniyya), and therefore not long 
after his conversion, he says that he was a Christian until the age of 70.76 
In the body of the work, he goes on to give an impressive demonstration of 
first-hand knowledge about the inconsistencies between the Nicene Creed 
and the Gospels that attests to close studies in his ancestral faith and what 
must have been long reflection, stretching back through the years before his 
conversion, on the relationship between its scriptural basis and the churches’ 
principal summary of beliefs. He presumably did not arrive at the judgement 
that these two authorities were discordant in the relatively short time between 
his conversion and writing his refutation, but must have developed his views 
on them over a longer period. It is not impossible that by employing the 
forensically detached methods that his medical experience had given him, and 
in the close presence of Muslims who continually probed his religious stance in 
the years he worked at the caliphal court, he had grown increasingly distanced 
from the received explanations of Christian beliefs as time went by, and open 
to moving onto other ground. 

It is not unlikely that the latter parts of the Radd contained further details 
about the circumstances in which ‘Ali wrote it, though these, together with the 
arguments contained in them, have largely been lost. 

The date that ‘Ali gives for his conversion appears to be quite straightfor- 
ward: he was a Christian ‘all my life until I reached the age of seventy’ (min 
awwal ‘umri ila an balaghtu min al-‘umr sab%‘n).2” But since the number 70 
was among those that throughout the ancient and medieval world were more 


25 Firdaws al-hikma, p. 2.22. 

26 —_ See below, pp. 62-63. 

27. Inearlier accounts of ‘Ali, Thomas has taken this reference as a firm indication of his age. 
This no longer seems advisable. 
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often intended symbolically than chronologically, this piece of information 
cannot simply be taken at face value. As the tenth-century polymath al-Mas‘tidi 
remarks, citing Hippocrates as authority: ‘Everything in this world is neces- 
sarily determined according to seven: hence, there are seven planets, seven 
climes, seven days, and seven stages in the life of man’,?® while, as Lawrence 
Conrad shows on the basis of early Islamic traditions, to reach the age of 70 
was regarded as a sign of God’s particular blessing: ‘It enormously enhanced 
the prestige of an elderly individual even to approach the age of seventy, and to 
surpass it made one a focus of considerable public attention’.2° Thus, the figure 
‘Ali gives may be no more than an estimate of his actual age, and could even 
be exaggerated in order to convey the impression that God had especially pre- 
served his life until he could become aware of the truth and convert to Islam. 
Even so, it is worth remembering that this figure is not given by a later biogra- 
pher as an enhancement to the reputation of an earlier authority, but by ‘Ali 
himself writing for readers who would know him personally. So it is unlikely to 
be wildly inaccurate. In fact, it can be taken as the estimate of a medical spe- 
cialist who knew he was in the seventh stage of life, and hence as an indication 
that he had passed the age of 60 and was approaching 70. 

In the course of the Radd ‘ala I-Nasara ‘Ali gives a few details about Christian 
beliefs that point to the likelihood that he himself had been a Nestorian.3° 
He points out that the Jacobites alone called Mary ‘bearer of God’ (walidat 
Allah),?! a title that Nestorians emphatically rejected, and in his translation of 
the Creed he includes the specifically Nestorian belief that Christ was ‘first-born 
of all creatures’ (bikr al-khala’iq).32 These details, minor as they are, impart a 
particular denominational hue to ‘Ali’s Christian beliefs. 

‘Ali explains that he wrote the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara as both a renunciation 
of Christianity and ‘a justification and advice to all Christians’ (al-idhar wa-t- 
nastha li-l-Nasara kaffatan). Some years later, when he came to write the Kitab 
al-din wa-l-dawla, he looks back on his former faith as evident delusion, and he 
praises God because ‘he has removed the veil, he has opened the locks, he has 


28 = Al-Mas‘tidi, Murij al-dhahab, ed. C. Pellat, Beirut, 1966-1979, vol. 2, p. 374, cited in L. Con- 
rad, ‘Seven and the tasbi* on the implications of numerical symbolism for the study of 
medieval Islamic history’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 31 (1988) 
42-73, P. 49. 

29 Conrad, ‘Seven and the tasb7’, p. 62. 

30 ~~ See on this S.K. Samir, ‘La réponse d’al-Safi ibn al-‘Assal a la refutation des chrétiens de 
‘Ali al-Tabar?, Parole de ’Orient 11 (1983) 281-328, pp. 284-285. 

31 See below, pp. 88-89. 

32 See below, pp. 114-115. 


‘ALI IBN RABBAN AL-TABARI, FRAGMENTS OF A LIFE 9 


made it possible to get out from the darkness of delusion.*? He is certain about 
the step he has taken, and he appears to explain some of the circumstances in 
which he took it when at the end of the book he thanks God for giving him 
guidance, and also thanks ‘his Caliph’ al-Mutawakkil for what he has brought 
him and other client people to by diverse means of warning and enticing.** This 
sounds very much an acknowledgement of the caliph as instrumental in his 
conversion. He certainly regards al-Mutawakkil as the instigator of this book, 
thanking him in a number of places for his help and advice with it.35 

In the Din wa-dawla ‘Ali discloses a little about his family when he names 
his paternal uncle as Abu Zakkar Yahya ibn al-Nu‘man, says he was a Christian, 
and calls him an expert who was acknowledged throughout Iraq and Khurasan. 
He also admits that when he himself was still a Christian he used to agree 
with his uncle’s rejection of the miraculous claims made about the Quran, 
and recalls that his uncle noted in his work ‘in refutation of the people of 
the religions’ that no one became a Muslim because of any miracles they had 
witnessed.*6 This indicates that ‘Ali’s whole family, including his father, must 
have been Christian and probably belonged to the Nestorians, and that his 
uncle at least held definite views about the deficiencies of IsLam compared with 
Christianity. 

An important detail concerning dating appears towards the end of the chap- 
ter on the Prophecy of Daniel in the Din wa-dawla, where ‘Ali says that from the 
time of Christ to the year in which he is writing there have been 867 years.>” 
While this cannot be reconciled with a time during the reign of al-Mutawakkil, 
who was assassinated in 861, Mingana suggests that it may be inaccurate by 
ten years, according to Syrian practice, and that it should be reduced by two 
further years because of differences in dating between the Western and Syr- 
ian calendars. This would give a date of 855 as the year in which the work was 
completed.3® 

A further point worth noting is that by this time in the mid-850s ‘Ali had 
completely absorbed Muslim attitudes towards Christianity, with no trace of 
his former religious sensitivities or ways of thinking. When, for example, he 
mentions the crucifixion of Christ he is careful to make clear that he does not 
necessarily accept the accuracy of the Gospel account to which he refers but 


33 See below, pp. 230-231. 
34 See below, pp. 472-473. 
35 See below, pp. 204-207, 470-471, 472-473. 
36 —_— See below, pp. 434-435. 
37. See below, pp. 422-423. 
38  Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 138, n.1. 
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only that this is what Christians themselves accept: ‘In the Gospel which the 
Christians possess it is said ...’3° Similarly, throughout his commentaries on the 
biblical books that form a large part of the work, he shows no open awareness of 
any Christian interpretation of the verses he discusses, but instead treats them 
as latent evidence for Islam in need of the correct exegesis to bring out their full 
significance. This is demonstrated maybe most strikingly in his interpretation 
of Isaiah 40:3-5, which in his translation reads: ‘In the desert a voice cried and 
said, “Make clear the way for the Lord and make straight the path in the desert 
for our God; every valley shall be filled with water and they will overflow; the 
mountains and hills shall be made low; the rises shall become flat, and the 
rough ground made low and smooth, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed; 
and every one shall see him, for the Lord has said this”’.4° He reads this purely 
as a prophecy of the early Muslim victories over the Sasanian Persians in the 
seventh century, even though he must have been fully aware of its prominent 
application in the Gospels to John the Baptist heralding the coming of Christ 
(Matthew 3:3, Mark 1:3, Luke 3:4, John 1:23). He appears to have turned away 
completely from his former faith, in both external doctrinal approach and inner 
spiritual bearing. 

These various references offer intriguing details about ‘Ali, and some of them 
contradict others. But it is possible to reconstruct the main outlines of his life 
and to offer a picture of his person by taking what appear to be the more reliable 
items of information and working from them. 


The Life of ‘Ali al-Tabari 


It is certain that ‘Ali was active in the mid-ninth century. His full name was Abu 
|-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Rabban Sahl al-Tabari, and he came from a Christian family in 
Tabaristan. His father and paternal uncle were both acknowledged scholars, 
the former so thoroughly knowledgeable and expert in religion, science and 
philosophy that he was given the title rabban, ‘our master’, and the latter also 
famous for his learning and remembered by his nephew for pointed views 
about the Qur’an and Islam. 

‘Ali himself studied medicine and gained recognition for his expertise. 
But under Mazyar ibn Qarin, hereditary prince and ‘Abbasid governor of 
Tabaristan, he worked as chiefly secretary rather than physician. Incidentally, 


39 See below, pp. 442-443. 
40 See below, pp. 362-363. 
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Mazyar had converted to Islam probably before 823, when he was appointed 
to his position by the Caliph al-Ma’mun. He came to look on ‘Ali as a trusted 
supporter, and on at least one occasion sent him on a mission as his rep- 
resentative, suggesting that ‘Ali was no inexperienced youth by the time he 
performed this service. He finally released ‘Ali from his employment in about 
840, just before he was overthrown and taken captive and executed. Accord- 
ing to some accounts ‘Ali then went to Rayy, though he must have been in the 
newly built imperial capital Samarra soon afterwards, because he was taken 
into the employment of the Caliph al-Mu‘tasim, who died in 842. From then, 
he remained at court in the service of the Caliphs al-Wathiq (842-847) and al- 
Mutawakkil (847-861), and was honoured by being made table companion to 
the latter. Throughout all this time, he pursued his calling in medicine, and in 
850 he completed the medical work for which he is best known, Firdaws al- 
hikma, ‘The paradise of wisdom’. 

At some stage in his time in Samarra’, presumably well after his father and 
uncle had died, he converted from Christianity to Islam, and then wrote the 
two works for which he is remembered in Christian-Muslim debates. Here 
a problem arises, because if, as Ibn al-Nadim and other biographers say, he 
converted to Islam under al-Mu‘tasim before 842, and he was between 60 and 
70 by this time, as he says in the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara, he would have been well 
advanced in age when he served under the caliph’s successors, and extremely 
old by the time he came to write the Din wa-dawla, which he clearly says he 
composed during the reign of al-Mutawakkil, and was probably working on 
sometime around 855. While it is not impossible that he should have still been 
actively engaged in writing polemics at the age of about 75, which is according 
to the most generous estimate (this is on the assumption that he was only about 
6o in 842), it is maybe worth looking for an alternative explanation. 

The basis of this is admittedly small, though the cumulative evidence is 
persuasive. The first item is ‘Ali’s reference to the Caliph al-Mutawakkil at the 
end of the Din wa-dawla, where he says: 


Thanks are due to God for the way he has guided me, and to his servant 
and caliph Ja‘far al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Allah, Commander of the Faithful 
(may God prolong his life), for what he has firmly brought me to, and 
has drawn me and others of the protected people to by his attracting and 
alarming, his esteeming and appreciating all people together! 


41 See below, pp. 472-473. 
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The most natural reading of these words is that God has guided ‘Ali to 
true faith by means of this caliph’s endeavours in arguing the case for Islam 
and warning about the alternatives. The phrase, ‘has drawn me and others 
of the protected people to’ (wa-ajtarrani wa-ghayri min ahl al-dhimma ilayhi) 
is particularly telling, because it points to a time in the recent past when 
‘Ali was still a dhimmi, until he heeded al-Mutawakkil’s promises and warn- 
ings. 

The second item is the two references in the Din wa-dawla to the Radd ‘ala 
l-Nasara, which both seem to imply that the earlier work does not precede the 
later by very long. The first is: 


We have already shown above and in my book on The Refutation of the 
groups of Christians that the term ‘God’ and the term ‘Lord’ can both apply 
to humans as well.#2 


It is as though ‘Ali is re-using an argument from a work he has written in the 
recent past. The second is: 


Let him who has ears hear my argument and advice, and consider these 
testimonies and comparisons, and let him apply himself to this book 
of mine and to the Book of the Refutation of the Christians, and let him 
seek guidance from God and work for the release of his soul before its 
destruction sets in on him.*% 


Here he mentions his two works against Christianity as though he regards them 
as acomplementary pair, and therefore written close to each other. But ifhe was 
working on the Din wa-dawla in al-Mutawakkil’s reign and probably in 855, and 
he wrote the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara soon after his conversion, this event must have 
taken place only recently, and is very unlikely to have occurred a good 13 years 
earlier before al-Mu‘tasim died in 842. 

The third item is a number of features of the Firdaws al-hikma that have 
been described above, though all admittedly negative. Firstly, ‘Ali talks there 
of his father with pride and without any hint of him being wrong in his faith. 
Secondly, he refers to al-Mutawakkil with respect but without the warmth of 
the Din wa-dawla. And thirdly, he is content to use the Bible to support and 
illustrate his points but does not use the Qur'an in this way. If these silences 


42 See below, pp. 362-363. 
43 See below, pp. 374-375. 
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amount to anything, they point to an individual who was neither familiar with 
Islam nor enthused by it. And this was in 850. 

Although it is difficult to be certain in the absence of hard evidence of 
any substantial kind, such facts as exist point towards a conversion under al- 
Mutawakkil soon after 850, and the composition of the two polemical works 
between then and about 855.4 If this is what happened, it becomes possible 
to set out the following train of events. Taking ‘Ali’s statement at the beginning 
of the Radd about his age as having some degree of accuracy, and therefore 
making him 60 or slightly older when he converted in the early 850s, he would 
have been born in about 790, and would have been in his early 50s when he 
left the service of Mazyar ibn Qarin and first came to the caliph’s notice. It also 
means that in all likelihood he would have died between 860 and 870, when he 
would have been between 70 and 80.*° 

This account of ‘Ali's life makes sense according to many details in his own 
works, as has been shown above. But it conflicts with several points made by 
his later biographers. It means that Ibn al-Nadim must have been wrong in 
dating his conversion to the time of al-Mu‘tasim, and suggests that without firm 
knowledge he made the assumption that ‘Alt would have converted as soon as 
he came into the caliph’s service. It also means that Ibn al-Qifti had no definite 
knowledge on which to base his connection between ‘Ali and Abt Bakr al-Razi. 
The latter was born in 864, and so could not have begun his studies until 874 at 
the very earliest. By this time, ‘Alt would have been in his dotage, if not dead, 
and certainly well beyond teaching. It has to be assumed that the biographer 
saw a possible link between two renowned physicians from roughly the same 
period and turned this into a definite relationship. 

This dating does, however, accord with the accounts that make ‘Ali the 
teacher of Abi Ja‘far al-Tabari, who was born in 839, and could thus have 
studied under his fellow countryman when he was a teenager and before the 


44 Support for this contention is given by the Egyptian jurist Aba 1-Baq@ Salih ibn al-Husayn 
al-Ja‘fari (d. 1270), who is quoted by the Copt Ibn al-‘Assal as remarking (either in his 
Takhjil man harrafa al-Tawrah wa-l-Injil or in one of the abridgements he later made of 
it) that ‘Ali ‘converted to Islam through the efforts of al-Mutawakkil’ ( fa-aslama ‘ala yadd 
al-Mutawakkil); see Samir, ‘Réponse; p. 287. 

45 Based on the information ‘Ali gives in the Radd about his age at conversion, Samir, 
‘Réponse’, p. 288, gives the following dating: birth in 785-790, conversion in 854-859, 
slightly later than the suggestion above, and death soon afterwards. He makes the point 
(p. 287) that ‘Ali would have given his age in lunar years, though it is by no means certain 
that a scientist, so soon after he abandoned the faith in which this calendar would not 
have been used, would have done this. 
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latter’s death. Although Abu Ja‘far does not make any remarks that indicate he 
remembered ‘Ali in any special way when he refers to him in his Ta’rikh, Yaqut 
recalls that he possessed a copy of the Firdaws al-hikma that he had taken down 
from ‘Ali’s own dictation.*6 

By the standards of his day, ‘Ali was not a prolific writer. In addition to the 
Firdaws al-hikma, the Radd ala l-Nasdra and the Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla, which 
are all extant in either complete or partial form,*’ nine other titles are recorded 
by the biographers. These are: Kitab tuhfat al-muluk, Kitab kunnash al-hadra, 
Kitab man@fi‘ al-atima wa-l-ashriba wa-l-‘aqagqir,*® Kitab irfaq al-hayat, Kitab 
hifz al-sihha, Kitab fi l-ruqan, Kitab ft l-hijama, Kitab fi tarttb al-aghdhiya,*® 
Bahr al-faw@id,°° Kitab al-idah min al-siman wa-l-huzal wa-tahayyuj al-bah wa- 
ibtalihi wa-jami‘fununihi.5! Some of these may be alternative titles for the same 
work, in particular Kunnash al-hadra for Firdaws al-hikma. Most, and probably 
all, were on topics to do with the preservation of health or cure of illness. 
They give the clear impression that ‘Ali turned to religious topics only after 
his conversion, and suggest that although it was against his inclinations and 
training he did this because he was either forced to defend himself or felt an 
inner prompting to do so. 

Being active in the first half of the ninth century and at court from the early 
840s, ‘Ali would have been at the centre of ‘Abbasid cultural and intellectual life 
in one of its most exciting and, under al-Mutawakkil, tumultuous periods. He 
could have met leading theological thinkers, particularly among the Mu'tazila, 
and would have witnessed at first hand the implementation of the mihna under 
al-Mu‘tasim and al-Wathig, the successors of al-Ma’mitn, when, in accordance 


46  Yaqut, Irshad al-arib ila ma‘ifat al-adib, ed. D.S. Margoliouth, vol. 6, London, 1931, p. 460, 
and cf. p. 429. 

47 Thesingle MS containing the Radd breaks off in mid-sentence. 

48 These are in Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, p. 354. 

49 Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyun, p. 379. Kitab hifz al-sihha is extant in MS Oxford, Bodleian 
Library—Marsh 413. Incidental features at the beginning, such as a reference to al-anbiy@ 
al-mustafun (f. 2”) and the blessing upon the Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, radiya Allah 
‘anhu (f. 3%), hint that the work was written by a Muslim, while the reference to a caliph 
as its inspiration clinches this: wa-gad da‘ani sidq al-hibba li-sayyidi wa-mawla? amir al- 
mu‘minin, atala Allah baqahu, ila l-ijtihad fi shukrihi (£. 2”). Sadly, this caliph is not named, 
so no new information is provided by the work on matters of dating. In accordance with 
the arguments given in this chapter, it fits into ‘Ali’s post-conversion period, and would 
therefore appear to be written for the Caliph al-Mutawakkil sometime in the early 850s. 
Further study may show that it is an abridgement of Firdaws al-hikma. 

50 History of Tabaristan, p. 80. 

51 Cited in Firdaws al-hikma, p. 113. 
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with Mu‘tazili dogma about the uniqueness of God, anyone entering public 
office was required to affirm that the Qur'an was not God’s eternal utterance 
but created by God. He could easily have met Abu ‘Uthman al-Jahiz (d. 869), 
who was prominent in Baghdad life and intimate with leading politicians, Abu 
]-Hudhayl, who had moved from his native Basra to Baghdad in 818, or any of 
the other Muttazila, and it is not at all unlikely that he knew the philosopher 
Abu Yusuf al-Kindi (d. c. 866), a sympathiser of Mu ‘tazili ideas, because al-Kindi 
was tutor to al-Mu‘tasim’s son and presumably continued to appear at court 
until he lost favour under al-Mutawakkil, when he had his library temporarily 
confiscated. 

Someone whom ‘Ali almost certainly knew personally was al-Fad] ibn Mar- 
wan ibn Masarjis, a powerful Christian presence at court when he was vizier 
under al-Mu‘tasim from 833 to 836, and an influential adviser on fiscal policy to 
later caliphs, though the two may not have been close because, as Ibn al-Nadim 
comments, Fad] devoted himself to the caliphal service at the expense of schol- 
arly pursuits.°? He also very likely knew the translator and scientist Hunayn ibn 
Ishaq, whose opinions in medical matters he quotes in the Firdaws al-hikma. 
Hunayn appeared at court on a regular basis, and since he was a fellow Chris- 
tian and had similar scientific interests to ‘Ali, they may have sought each other 
out. As physician to al-Mutawakkil, Hunayn must have been a close witness to 
‘Ali's conversion, and he may even have known the reasons that led ‘Ali to this 
dramatic step.°? 

Some idea of the religious pressures on Christians in positions such as those 
‘Ali and Hunayn held is afforded by a correspondence that took place between 
Hunayn himself and the close companion (nadim) of al-Mutawakkil and his 
successors, Abt |-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Yahya ibn al-Munajjim, a member of an elite 
Baghdad family that had been close to successive rulers from the beginning of 


52 Ibn Nadim, Fihrist, p. 141. If, as Bénédicte Landron says (‘Les relations originelles entre 
Chrétiens de l’est (Nestoriens) et Musulmans, Parole de l’ Orient 10 (1981-1982) 191-222, 
p- 222), this figure must have converted to Islam in order to be able to occupy such a senior 
position, the possibility is raised of a source of influence and pressure on ‘Ali to take the 
same step. 

53 It is understandable why Max Meyerhoff should make the suggestion that the unnamed 
scholar who Hunayn says urged him to finish his book of treatises on the eye may have 
been ‘Ali himself (The book of ten treatises on the eye ascribed to Hunain ibn Is-haq (809- 
877 AD), Cairo, 1928, pp. 194—195/trans. 127-128; for this suggestion, see pp. xxxi—xxxii, 
xxxix, xlv), though as Meyerhoff himself acknowledges there is no concrete evidence to 
support this. 
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the ‘Abbasid dynasty.** At some point in the mid-ninth century, and certainly 
before 873 when Hunayn died, Ibn al-Munajjim wrote to him in response to 
what he calls Hunayn’s damning remarks about people who have discerned the 
truth and have not pursued it, but have instead ignored proofs that are clear.5® 
Hunayn evidently means Ibn al-Munajjim and Muslims like him, who might 
be expected to have the sophistication to see through the claims made about 
Islam, and particularly the prophethood of Muhammad, and to appreciate the 
more refined points of Christian doctrine. 

Ibn al-Munajjim was not daunted by this taunt, and in his reply he proceeds 
to demonstrate at length the qualities exhibited by Muhammad that prove his 
authentic prophetic status. After first clarifying that there is unanimous agree- 
ment throughout the nations that Muhammad was a real historical character,5® 
he goes on to show how Muhammad transformed the beliefs and social order 
of the pagan inhabitants of Arabia, demonstrating unrivalled insight into how 
this was to be done, as well as supreme intelligence.>” Such an individual would 
not have been so rash as to challenge his people, among whom he knew there 
were competent poets, to try to emulate the language of the Qur'an unless he 
possessed divinely-inspired knowledge that the people would not rise to the 
challenge. Thus, since he received this knowledge from God, he must have been 
a prophet.5 It follows that those who continue to reject Muhammad must 
acknowledge that they reject a true prophet.°9 

While there is no way of knowing whether this letter was written and sent 
during ‘Ali al-Taban?’s lifetime, it is clear that the kind of arguments it con- 
tains were familiar to him. In the Din wa-dawla he remarks that he and his 
uncle Abu Zakkar Yahya ibn Nu‘man both used to maintain that arguments for 
prophethood could not be based on the literary merits of a work,°° meaning 
that whatever poetical qualities the Quran possessed were not evidence for 


54  S.K. Samir and P. Nwyia, Une correspondence islamo-chrétienne entre Ibn al-Munaggim, 
Hunayn ibn Ishaq et Qusta ibn Luqa (Patriologia Orientalis 40), Turnhout, 1981. The 
manuscript tradition is unclear about which member of the al-Munajjim family was 
the author of the Muslim letter, though the editors argue for Abu |-Hasan ‘Ali (pp. 538- 
543/[20-25]); see also B. Roggema, ‘Abu |-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Yahya ibn al-Munajjim, CMR 1, 
pp. 763-766. 

55 Samir and Nwyia, Correspondence, pp. 556-557 § 4. 

56 Samir and Nwyia, Correspondence, pp. 562-569 §§ 17-41. 

57 Samir and Nwyia, Correspondence, pp. 568-575 §§ 42-56. 

58 Samir and Nwyia, Correspondence, pp. 574-579 §§ 57-67. 

59 Samir and Nwyia, Correspondence, pp. 578-583 § § 68-81. 

60 See below, pp. 282-283. 
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Muhammad being a prophet. Arguments such as those in Ibn al-Munajjim’s 
letter would presumably be common elements of conversation among intel- 
lectuals at court, and would require diplomacy and tact from a non-Muslim to 
resist. However, like Hunayn ibn Ishaq, who wrote a confident reply to Ibn al- 
Munajjim, while he remained a Christian ‘Ali was evidently not persuaded by 
arguments based on the literary excellence of the Quran, for as he says with 
regard to the position he had formally maintained together with his uncle, it 
was only after he had become a Muslim that he came to appreciate the quali- 
ties of the Qur’an, and these were its contents rather than its form. 

This raises the question as to why ‘Ali converted to Islam. As a man maybe 
approaching 70, a Christian who had worked close to caliphs for 20 years, 
and as an intimate of al-Mutawakkil with experience in defending his views 
during the conversations about matters of faith that must have circulated at 
the caliph’s table, not to speak of formal gatherings, it seems that he would 
have no difficulty in resisting the sort of pressures that people like Ibn al- 
Munajjim might try to exert. So there is no immediately obvious reason, such 
as motivation for preferment or yielding to unremitting intellectual pressure. 

‘Ali was by no means the first prominent Christian to convert at this time. In 
fact, Hunayn ibn Ishaq knew of so many conversions that in the reply he wrote 
to Ibn al-Munajjim’s letter he was able to categorise them, as follows: inability 
to counter opposing arguments; need to find a financially favourable position; 
desire to seek glory, honour and power; being tricked by false arguments and 
advice; resort to an escape from ignorant and uncultured people; concern to 
maintain family links.! None of these six is free or sincere inner conviction, 
which Hunayn would obviously not credit to anyone deserting his own faith. 
But equally, given ‘Ali’s age and eminence in his profession, and the position 
he occupied in the society of al-Mutawakkil’s court, it is difficult to see how 


61 Samir and Nwyia, Correspondence, pp. 690-693 § § 24-34. They are listed in J.M. Fiey, ‘Con- 
version a |’ Islam de Juifs et de Chrétiens sous les Abbasides d’ aprés les sources arabes 
et syriaques’, in J. Irmscher (ed.), Rapports entre Juifs, Chrétiens et Musulmans, Amster- 
dam, 1995, 13-28, pp. 14-15. See also M. Swanson, ‘A curious and delicate correspondence: 
the Burhan of Ibn al-Munajjim and the Jawab of Hunayn ibn Ishaq’, Islam and Christian- 
Muslim Relations 22 (2011) 173-183, p. 178. Swanson points out, p. 181, that whereas ibn 
al-Munajjim was known for his culture and interest in scholarship, demonstrated in his 
building a public library outside Baghdad, he was not noted for theological scholarship, 
being remembered as the author of books on poetry and cooking. This raises the possi- 
bility that he composed the hubristically simple Burhan because, in a courtly atmosphere 
where the truths of Islam were taken so much for granted that no one would be thought 
to deny them, he could deceive himself into imagining the work was persuasive. 
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any of them describes his position very aptly, though it is significant that at the 
beginning of the Radd ‘ala [-Nasara he explains that a main reason for writing 
was to anticipate people who might accuse him of ‘trading the world for a 
religion, joy for delusion’ (kayi abi‘a dunya bi-din aw surtran bi-ghurir),® as 
though conscious of Hunayn’s third reason for converting, ‘desire to seek glory, 
honour and power’, and wanting to forestall accusations that he had sold his 
place in the true religion for the passing world and the perishable profit that 
might go with it. 

‘Ali himself offers some clues about his conversion in the two works he wrote 
against his former faith.63 The Radd contains a hint at the beginning that he 
is writing in order to give warning and advice to Christians. He does not say 
what about, but the rest of the surviving parts make it clear that this concerns 
the chaos of Christian beliefs. As he demonstrates the various ways in which 
Christian doctrines contradict not only themselves but also Christian scripture 
and also reason, he leaves no doubt that in his mind there is no coherence in 
his former faith, and no connection either with sources of rational enquiry or 
revealed truth. 

Whether ‘Ali wrote the Radd soon after his conversion or following an inter- 
val, it is inconceivable that the problems with Christianity he discusses here, 
and the far-reaching contradictions he presents in such detail, only began to 
occur to him after he became a Muslim. It is far more likely that he came to 
appreciate them gradually, possibly under the tutelage of Muslims who were 
able to explain the direct relationships between the teachings of their faith, 
the Qur’an and reason, and prompted ‘Ali to examine his own Christianity 
in the light of them. This certainly seems to be the inference that should be 
drawn from his short exposition of Islam at the beginning of the Radd, where 
he presents a seamless texture of revealed and rational statements about the 
oneness of God and his relationship with the world through prophetic mes- 
sengers.®+ His account here exhibits a coherence that contrasts starkly with the 
ragged collection of Christian doctrines he then goes on to expose in the body 
of the Radd. 

If this was the case, it would appear that gradually over time ‘Ali had 
absorbed influences from the Muslim environment that caused him to look 
on his own Christian faith from an Islamic perspective, and possibly one that 


62 See below, pp. 62-63. 

63 On ‘Ali’s attitude towards Christianity after his conversion, see D. Thomas, “Ali ibn Rabban 
al-Tabari: a convert’s assessment of his former faith’, in M. Tamcke (ed.), Christians and 
Muslims in dialogue in the Islamic Orient of the Middle Ages, Beirut, 2007, pp. 137-155. 

64 See below, pp. 66-69. 
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was dominated by Mu'tazilt preoccupations with God as utterly distinct and 
transcendent. This would throw into sharp detail Christian beliefs about the 
triune Godhead and about the immanence of God in the person of the incar- 
nate Christ, not to speak of the relationship between these beliefs and Christian 
scripture. Unlike Muslim doctrine and the Qur’an, the direct link between these 
doctrines and the Bible was tenuous at best, and was often hard to discern at 
all. 

There may even be some traces in the Radd of problems that ‘Ali had 
wrestled with from an early age, as he had come to recognise contradictions 
between various biblical passages and had rejected traditional ways of recon- 
ciling them. The most obvious occurs in the latter part of the surviving text, 
where he examines a number of inconsistencies in the Gospels. Among these, 
one that evidently caused him continuing unease was the inclusion of the two 
jarring references to John the Baptist seeing the Holy Spirit confirming Jesus as 
God's Son at his baptism before the start of his public ministry (Matthew 3:6- 
17), and then at a later stage sending some of his followers to ask Jesus whether 
he was indeed the one they were expecting (Matthew 11:2-19). ‘Ali recalls a 
Nestorian expert whom he names ‘the Interpreter’, quite probably Theodore of 
Mopsuestia (d. 428), whom Nestorians acknowledged as an authority, attempt- 
ing to reconcile the discrepancy by saying that John’s reason for sending his 
followers was so that they could satisfy themselves, because John himself was 
in no doubt. But ‘Ali retorts that even though John’s followers may have been 
uncertain about Jesus, they would surely have accepted John’s word about him 
if John had assured them that Jesus was the Christ.®> In his reference to ‘the 
Interpreter’, he is clearly drawing on an old memory and indicating that this 
interpretation had never persuaded him, possibly even when he called himself 
a Christian. The problem this Nestorian was attempting to resolve may have 
been typical of the scriptural difficulties that had always made ‘Ali uneasy about 
his family’s faith. 

It is significant that in both the Radd and the later Din wa-dawla ‘Ali generally 
accepts the text of the Bible—for him corruption lies in the interpretation 
given to scripture by Christians. He makes this abundantly clear in the Radd 
by using the Gospels as the basis of his arguments, and in the Din wa-dawla 
by making passages mainly from the Old Testament the centre of a great series 
of proofs that the coming of Islam and of Muhammad are foretold in earlier 
scripture. It follows that when he refers to himself in the Radd as advising and 
counselling his former coreligionists, he conceives of his task as being to lead 


65 See below, pp. 140-141. 
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them back to a proper reading of Christian scripture. He explicitly says this 
when he explains in his introduction to the Radd that his purpose is not to 
attack Christ or his true followers (ahl haqqihi), but rather those Christian 
sects that are at variance with Christ and the Gospels and ‘corrupt the words’ 
(harrafa al-kalimat).® In saying this, he shows that he sees Christianity entirely 
from a Muslim perspective, as a body of teachings that issue from a scriptural 
base where the majestic transcendence of the one God is extolled. Such an 
attitude cannot have set in suddenly, but must surely have developed over the 
years when he was still a nominal Christian, and as a result of absorbing the 
Islamic modes of articulating belief that were all around.®’ 

In these intimations given in the Radd, ‘Ali suggests that his conversion from 
Christianity to Islam was the outcome of, or at least closely related to, an intel- 
lectual conviction that his new faith possessed an integrated uniformity that 
the faith he was leaving did not.®* By contrast, in the Din wa-dawla he speaks 
in terms that imply a more emotional and spiritual investment in what he has 
done. This is evident from the first introductory paragraph, where he talks of 
Islamas ‘the living light and the bridge that leads to the abode of safety and eter- 
nity, where there is no tribulation or deception’.® Later on, he refers to being 
careless about inquiring into the truth of religion before he became a Muslim, 
but now he can say that everything has changed because God ‘has removed the 
veil’ from his sight, has ‘opened the locks’ and has released him ‘from the dark- 
ness of delusion’.”° His language is still about intellectual enlightenment in the 
main, though it is now tinged with a sense of personal liberation from confu- 
sion and also from the misapprehensions that could lead to eternal damnation. 

An element that is prominent in the Din wa-dawla but is not mentioned in 
the extant parts of the Radd ‘ala I-Nasarda is the part played in ‘Ali's conversion 
by the Caliph al-Mutawakkil. The caliph is clearly behind the writing of the 


66 See below, pp. 64-65. 

67 Responding to the Radd in the thirteenth century, al-Safi ibn al-‘Assal judges that ‘Ali had 
never known Christianity properly, Kitab al-saha@ih fi jawab al-nasaih, ed. Murqus Jirjis, 
Cairo, 1926/27, p. 36; cf. Samir, Réponse, pp. 283, 308-309. 

68 — Cf. W. Haddad, ‘Continuity and change in religious adherence: ninth century Baghdad’, 
in M. Gervers and RJ. Bikhazi (eds), Conversion and Continuity. Indigenous Christian 
Communities in Islamic Lands Eighth to Eighteenth Centuries, Toronto, 1990, 33-53, p. 46. 
Al-Safi ibn al-‘Assal’s judgement that ‘Ali would have been mentally too weak to know 
his mind at this age (Kitab al-saha@ih, pp. 35-36) must be accounted as an unfounded 
supposition that was intended to bolster his arguments against the credibility of the Radd. 

69 See below, pp. 200-201. 

70 ~~ See below, pp. 230-231. 


‘ALI IBN RABBAN AL-TABARI, FRAGMENTS OF A LIFE 21 


book,” so references to him and extravagant statements of grateful thanks 
are to be expected. But there is more than this. At the beginning, ‘Ali refers 
to al-Mutawakkil giving guidance and advice about the book, but also more 
generally being dedicated to the promotion of Islam through the distribution 
of works that will defend it and prove its veracity, wishing ‘to arouse a desire 
for it in those who are ignorant of its superiority and of the fact that God 
has chosen Islam and its followers in [al-Mutawakkil’s] time’.”* Behind the 
predictable hyperbole here, it is possible maybe to detect a trace of personal 
memory in the way that ‘Ali himself had been led by the caliph to take the step 
of conversion. 

‘Ali makes this more explicit in his remarks at the end of the book, where he 
says: ‘Thanks are due to God for the way he has guided me, and to his servant 
and caliph Ja‘far al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Allah, commander of the faithful (may God 
preserve his life), for what he has unswervingly brought me to, and has drawn 
me and others from the protected people to by his attracting and alarming, 
his esteeming and appreciating all people together’.’3 He evidently regards the 
caliph as closely linked with his conversion, possibly even instrumental in his 
decision. 

These hints in ‘Ali’s two anti-Christian works give some clear indications 
about the circumstances attending his conversion. He evidently regarded 
Christianity as intellectually deficient and Islam as possessing coherence and 
logical structure. He also thought that Christianity was mistaken and Islam 
correct, and therefore made the personal step from error to truth, where he 
could be more sure of pleasing God. In this he was assisted by what he heard 
al-Mutawakkil say, and may have been personally encouraged by the caliph’s 
close attention. 

That his conversion was real is beyond doubt.“ The appearance of the 
Radd and Din wa-dawla in the years that followed gives clear testimony to 
this, added to which is that these were the first works on religious themes 
he had probably ever attempted. Although he came from a religious back- 
ground, all the other works for which he was known were on medical and 
scientific topics. The relish with which he now tumed to anew discipline attests 


71 ~~ See below, pp. 204-207. 

72 See below, pp. 204-207. 

73 See below, pp. 472-473. 

74  Adang, Muslim writers, p. 25 refers to three scholars who see ‘Ali as either an opportunist 
(Theodore Néldeke), or following professional interests in a nominal conversion (Duncan 
Black Macdonald), or bowing to the caliph’s pressure (Max Meyerhof). But, on the basis 
of what is argued here it is difficult to accept any of these. 
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eloquently to his enthusiasm for his new faith and fresh zeal for exposing the 
errors of the one he had left behind. 

But did ‘Ali feel coerced to convert, or hear remarks from al-Mutawakkil 
about the awkwardness of having a Christian in his intimate circle? Possibly, 
though the evidence does not support this supposition. What seems more likely 
is that in the years spent in the service of the caliphs and in an atmosphere 
that was overwhelmingly Islamic, ‘Ali came to look on religious matters from 
an Islamic point of view, and he gradually concluded that Christianity did not 
measure up. He does not say what precipitated his final decision, though it was 
not unlikely a combination of gathering intellectual conviction and personal 
attraction towards Islam or inducement towards it from those he worked with. 
This is clearly the sentiment in a statement he makes towards the end of the 
Din wa-dawla. Although he puts it into the mouth of a hypothetical convert to 
Islam, it undoubtedly betrays some personal feeling: 


When I saw that one of the communities was in a powerful position and 
exalted circumstances in its number, greatness, purity, intelligence and 
virtue, declaring to us from their fathers and grandfathers what we have 
related, and presenting a book they have inherited century after century, 
which calls to proclaim the oneness and greatness of God, to believe in 
his messengers and prophets, and to reject associates and partners, which 
commands what is meritorious and noble and what accords with the rules 
of the prophets and the legacies of their covenants, which forbids evil, its 
exponents and roots, and addresses us in discourses that have proved true 
time after time and age after age, when I found the books of the prophets 
whom you believe in witnessing to him and foretelling his empire and 
religion, as we have made clear, I entered it and through it put my hope 
in what is from God.”5 


Whatever the process by which he left the faith in which he had been reared for 
the faith in which he had lived for 20 years, and whatever the immediate causes, 
there remains an unanswerable question. This is: how could the man who had 
evidently studied the Bible thoroughly in a Christian household and at Chris- 
tian schools and had learned to interpret it according to Christian principles 
change so radically that when he became a Muslim he could retain his exten- 
sive knowledge of the text, but entirely expunge from his mind the methods 
of interpretation he had known and the results of their application? Suddenly, 


75 See below, pp. 462-463. 
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it seems, he was able to approach it without any of the presuppositions of his 
past, and could apply new interpretations that would have shocked and hurt 
his former self. Thus, in the Din wa-dawla he could now identify references 
to Muhammad through instances of words derived from the root A.m.d., and 
interpret the key verse Isaiah 40:3—-5 without any reference to the traditional 
Christian associations with John the Baptist, arising from quotations of it in all 
four Gospels, but with reference to the Muslim army’s defeat of the Sasanians 
at the Battle of Qadisiyya.”6 

The agility with which ‘Ali appears to have made this jump is startling, and 
it casts doubt on the depth of his original Christian beliefs. He certainly knew 
about the faith and its scriptural basis, but his personal loyalty and involvement 
is less certain. One can surmise that over the years in a Muslim atmosphere 
and away from family connections, and with his father and uncle long dead, 
he gradually loosened his allegiance so that the step was not very great. By 
the time he came to write the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara he was evidently settled in 
his mind about the contradictions between the Bible and Christian doctrines, 
showing that he must have come to accept what he saw as a simple correlation 
between scripture and belief. He was also settled on a perception of God that 
excluded the possibility of Incarnation. His mental framework had become 
fully Muslim. And by the time he came to write the Din wa-dawla five or so 
years later, he was convinced that Muhammad was not only the deliverer of the 
supreme message from God, but was himself a paradigm of human behaviour 
(though with some correspondences with the asceticism and human mildness 
of Jesus). These attitudes must surely have been seeping into his thoughts for 
years, possibly meaning that he had not been an observant Christian for some 
time before he took the final step. 

A hint of this is contained in a remark ‘Ali makes towards the end of the 
Radd, in one of the fragments preserved only by the Coptic scholar Ibn al-‘Assal. 
Following what appears to be a sequence of arguments against the logical 
possibility of the Incarnation taking place, involving one Person of the Trinity 
uniting with a human, he says: ‘These are matters that have driven me away 
from you, Christians’,”’ affirming that intellectual reservations about Christian 
doctrines he had harboured for years have grown and have finally got the better 
of his loyalty to his ancestral faith. 

The actual circumstances will never be known. What is strange is that ‘All is 
hardly remembered by Muslim scholars for his conversion, as opposed to his 


76 ~~ See below, pp. 362-363. 
77 See below, pp. 160-161. 
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work as a medical authority and political secretary. His two post-conversion 
writings only began to be noticed (at least in extant works) about a century after 
his death, and then the Radd was of interest almost entirely to those who had 
taken the same steps of conversion; it did not attract a Christian response until a 
good four centuries after it was written. Similarly, the Din wa-dawla only slowly 
came to wider notice, and then mainly as a source of proof-texts for Muslims 
who sought to demonstrate that Muhammad had been foretold in the Bible. 
We now turn to these two works. 


The Manuscripts and Language of ‘Ali al-Tabari’s 
Polemical Works 


Al-radd ‘ala l-Nasara 


The Arabic text containing Radd ala l-Nasara is taken from the single 
manuscript which is preserved in the Siileymaniye Library, Istanbul.! It was 
discovered in 1934 by Maurice Bouyges, who had written scathingly about the 
authenticity of ‘Ali's Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla.” It breaks off in the middle of 
folio 45", leaving the rest of the page blank, which shows that it is a copy of 
an earlier version that was itself evidently incomplete. The text was published 
in 1959 by L.-A. Khalifé and W. Kutsch in an edition that is generally regarded as 
unsatisfactory since it suffers from a number of misreadings of the manuscript.3 
Some idea of the lost continuation of the text can be gained from the reply 
made by the Copt al-Safi ibn al-‘Assal in the mid-1gth century in his Kitab al- 
sah@ih ft jawab al-nasa@’ih.4 The Arabic text is written in a clear naskh script in 
black ink with headings in red ink. 
Fol. 1" of the manuscript bears the following title and note: 


as @bN ai) aS coreg Ob od & de Gobeil de oJ 
Lab ab... ell Mt Cy delay S| pal tll Se oc nat alll 


Fols 1"—2' are left blank, while both fols 1" and 2° bear a stamp containing the 
following note: 


ale ge CAYO L ti lr allan Leb de dyetll iJ] ais Le 


The incipit (fol. 2”) reads: 


BH 


Sehid Ali Paga Library, 1628. 
2 Bouyges, ‘Aliy ibn Rabban at-Tabariy’, Der Islam 22 (1935) 120-121. 
3 I-A. Khalifé and W. Kutsch, ‘Ar-radd ‘ala-n-Nasara de ‘Ali at-Tabart, Mélanges de l’ Université 
Saint Joseph 26 (1959) 115-148. 
4 Ed. Murqus Jirjis, Cairo, 1926/27 (the incomplete text of the Istanbul manuscript corresponds 
with the quotations from the Radd given in this work until near the end of chapter 9, p. 80). 
See below, pp. 160-169. 
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asic or! all | aa SBA VI Ad eley re Il ges al Pa 
seghl Ob on) or le a aeey 
and the explicit (fol. 45"): 


Lear Lege Vy Bymee cy Vig BEL GY slid 


Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla 


Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla has survived in two manuscripts, one of them very 
ancient that has been widely known for well over a century, and the other more 
recent that has come to light only in the last few years. The more recent is a 
slavish copy of the earlier. 

The earlier manuscript is preserved in the John Rylands Library, Manchester® 
(hereafter Din A). It consists of 73 folios and is not in the best condition, with the 
opening and closing folios badly mutilated or damaged. The title of the work 
appears on the first folio (1”), written by a later hand. It reads: 


dle ail he dt Ly dys Olt] BVH BSA dy Cll OF 
aos all cate gal dye coudall ox ox de SHUI Gad es 
cyl 


Three further short notes written by a much later hand appear on the same 
folio: 


We yglaullly Xy pind ASU 23 lye VI G 
sed S cies! gl GLLI G 
reel le leo SON GeV GS 


This first folio also contains a note written by a later hand which states that this 
is a copy taken from the author’s own text. It reads: 


5 MS Crawford 631 [69]. For a description of the contents of this manuscript, see A. Mingana, 
Catalogue of the Arabic manuscripts in the John Rylands Library, Manchester, Manchester, 1934, 
PP. 70-74. 
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BI Mie Ble 23 & de Ib alle bs sp hel oe ct 
patel) Je) WS. Dewy Cote h5Ul 8 of al ae 
Bat) clon aba cy ghey ack! lb cy ale 4 le LU 
Cole Ht Mold Wle sles cdaleutl 4 Ces) ail le Kell 
EI ET G Lal 03 Ge Caio Le cy ode clay GSE 
Sal diby 4d Le rel ye Vp aba Be V Gan OF yay 
6ge! 
The incipit (fol. 2”) reads: 

Sp 65 nel (sie) 23.1 Je IB capt ay igo) ASN alt 
cae hl pal 


A further note on the last folio (73”) gives the explicit of the work, which also 
contains some additional details of its authorship. It reads: 


ie Alo» Ql abl 9 BK G dy Elly 4b ay SEI 
amy A] kdl tpl dd ade Late ail aod ley 5 te 
shan Jo SUE le 6 ett Con Cel as egies Sle 
Ini Ela 2S Lal pale Une sy Ty Os J Ul Je Llaes 
ay Cols GY aunt) dtl Ogu Crall Slee ile b_ xT OB ley C8 


- - 
” 
iy “ ° “ 


6 See Mingana, Religion and empire, p. xiv. Mingana translates the badly preserved note as: ‘This 
has been transcribed from the autograph of the author. ‘Ali ibn Zayn, the writer of this book 
(may God have mercy on him) says, My father was writer to Maziyar, the master of Tabaristan’. 
The note actually reads: ‘This has been taken from the author's text. It says that ‘Ali ibn Zayn 
(gala ‘Alt ibn Zayn, repeating the mistaken form of Rabban), the author of this book (may God 
have mercy on him), was writer to Mazyar, the master of Tabaristan’. There is no mention of 
‘Ali’s father. 
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This gives the date of 22 March 1219, about 360 solar years after the putative 
date of composition in 855. The fact that it was made from a copy known to be 
‘Ali’s own autograph would appear to suggest that there were maybe not many 
other copies around, if any.” 

This possibility is strengthened by the information given in the more recent 
manuscript, 148 pages long, which is preserved in the Egyptian National Library, 
Cairo, ‘Ilm al-kalam 1377 (hereafter Din B). A note on the title page says that this 
copy was made in Constantinople by Jamal al-Din ibn Abi Mansur in 168 AH 
(1764AD) from a copy made 552 years earlier that had been taken from the 
author’s own copy. It reads as follows: 


JealL| aah bees te al oo A Bs Olt] Sayally Gall OF 
ode cle bbs abl amy erbll 5 ox Ge pall 9d! ill 
Serer sic) Stal Bb Ls lle Go pKa tonal oye Meal 

TOC ne beeen ee ‘echt Ac sl| 
' Ci Creat cell) Hn ll Via Jb oS ted op 


s 


J! or coll dla Gobel! pt Binal teal op Meell tl C8 
yal 


It goes on to reproduce a few biographical details about ‘Ali from the earlier 
manuscript, and adds the detail that he converted to Islam under the caliph 
al-Mutawakkil: 


6 Ul pai Of CE ds ps ob aaudll tlle elb GOS iy 
ail patel Jel Uy Slew ge Corbe Lill 26 asl ai Je GS 


7 This suggestion may appear to be contradicted by Abu |-Husayn al-Basri’s remark in Ghurar 
al-adilla concerning the form of ‘Ali’s name. He gives this as Ibn Raba’ al-Tabari, though he 
says that it appears as Ibn Rabban al-Tabib (the physician) ‘in some copies’ ( ftba‘d al-nusakh), 
suggesting that he may have known more than one version of the Din wa-dawla (Adang, ‘A rare 
case of biblical testimonies to the Prophet Muhammad pp. 316 and 299, n. 8). But this need 
not be the case if, as Adang suggests, these ‘copies’ were excerpts of the work that contained 
‘mainly the most popular proof texts which had become fixed ingredients in Muslim polemics 
and apologetics’ (p. 299). 
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2 Se fel # BI Min ale cp beel alle alice 2 Je shill 
bi nat Fale OB Iie Ape re cp hes as\ de Ks! 
gel alle pau 3 Hs 


A brief note in the colophon of the manuscript (p. 148) reads: 4» Cle & ce 
\¥+A (‘completed in Aleppo in 1308’ [1890 AD]), which is difficult to interpret: 
it presumably means either that someone had completed reading through it in 
this year, or that the extant manuscript is, in fact, a copy of the copy made by 
Jamal al-Din ibn Abi Mansur in 168 AH. 

This information provides persuasive proof that the Cairo manuscript is 
a copy of the John Rylands manuscript, including the dating of 552 lunar 
years after the earlier copy, which agrees with the date of 616 on the ear- 
lier manuscript. Again, the fact that this was taken from the one earlier 
known copy suggests that there were very few others in circulation, if any. 
As may be expected, the Cairo manuscript is a very close copy of the John 
Rylands, with the one main point of difference that it incorporates the marginal 
notes of the earlier manuscript into its main text. Its value lies in the assis- 
tance it gives in reading words that are no longer legible in the John Rylands 
manuscript, as well as supplying a few lacunae towards the beginning of the 
work. 


The Language of ‘Ali al-Tabari’s Works: Divergences from Classical 
Usage 


The language of these two works is Middle Arabic, the form which by the time of 
writing had diverged in orthography, morphology and syntax from the standard 
classical tongue (though there is, of course, no way of knowing whether this 
language is that of ‘Ali himself or of the scribes of the extant copies). Here 
details of the most important of these linguistic features are listed, followed by 
representative examples, and, where relevant, attention is drawn to discussions 
of them in the following authorities: 


J. Blau, A grammar of Christian Arabic (Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 
267, 276, 279, Subsidia 27, 28, 29), Louvain, 1966-1967 [= Blau]. 

J. Fiick, Arabiya: Untersuchungen zur arabischen Sprach- und Stilgeshichte (Abhandlun- 
gen der Sachsischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig, Phil. hist. K1., Bd. 45, 
Heft 1), Berlin, 1950 [= Fiick]. 
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I-A. Khalifé, Makhtut al-‘tlm al-tabit wa-mizatuh al-lughawiyya’, Al-Machrig 62 (1968) 
485-894 [= Khalifé]. 
G. Rahmé, Risala fi fadilat al-‘afaf’, A-Machrigq 62 (1968) 3-74 [= Rahmé]. 


1 Orthography 
Dal and dhal, sad and dad, ta’ and za’ not distinguished: 


cell dei (54 (Radd, fol. 5* and 5"); cl Ole | |4a 9 (Radd, fol. 5"); 

se) SB (Radd, fol. 6"); tetd) Cy gle (Radd, fol. 8"); 359 4e) 

de go All (Radd, fol.13"); “LW \aes sl 9 (Radd, fol. 20”); lL) | Je,e! 

(Rada, fol. 23"); Ji o (Radd, fol. 23"); Labi (all (Radd, fol. 29°). 
Divergences in use of hamza: 


a) Omission of hamza in medial and final positions (cf. Blau, pp. 92 f.; Khalifé, 
p. 490; Rahmé, p. 12): 


dell loely (Radd, fol. 2"); Yl Vy 4) elagl Y (Rada, fol. 3"); (bh auth 
4.24 (Radd, fol. 5”); 438) aad (fora) Lad] (Rada, fol. 6"); «| Pa ie, | Pa 
Lull (Radd, fol. 10"); ch Ba eel! [for oblai (Radd, fol. 10"); 2> 
[for 24>] (Radd, fol. 16"); land] sys eat |3] (Radd, fol. 31"); 825 
Ls YI (Din A, fol. 9°); oi Les (Din A, fol. 10"); Lud) lies (Din A, 
fol. 10°); Line VI \9 LsVI (Din A, fol. 11°); J\ gaud | 8459 (Din A, fol. 13", Din 
B, p. 22); & Sle Le Ll | (for 2s le) (Din A, fol. 19”). 
b) Replacement of hamza by ya’ (cf. Blau, p. 94; Rahmé, p. 12): 

oe his J 5% (Rada, fol. 2”); alas Cp | par (Radd, fol. 2"); lal, 
4,|4e| (Din A, fol. 2”); Ls unlyy (Radd, fol. 4"); luk! U5ly (Rad, 
fol. 4"); Lal b OSB E (Radd, fol. 8"); Ske VL Kal ily (Radd, 
fol. 9°); le O& Cys [for CW] (Radd, fols 30°, 40°, 45); Gere Gx DU 
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(Radd, fol. 32°); elall 5 sal (Din B, p. 1); pls J ay (Din A, fol. 4”); 
PVE Ja by Aud el el (Din A, fol. 3°, Din B, p. 2); hYoI! fe) (Din 
A, fol. 6", Din B, p. 8); ple sli of (Din A, fol. 7", Din B, p. 10); Aw 
da) ty (Din A, fol. 8°, Din B, p. 12); edu! wile evsl iy (Din A, fol. 9”); 
oie) || hey (Din A, fol. 10°); line (for lies) (Din A, fol. 10°, 
Din B, p.16); esa AG Sas (Din A, fol. 10%, Din B, p.17); ree az L (for 
ht) (Din A, fol. 13°); dul) Slel, (for 45] )) (Din A, fol. 23"). 
c) Alif marking hamza (cf. Blau, p. 85): 
ste NI 4 Sle (Din A, fol. 18°). 
Ta marbuta: 
a) Ta’ marbuta written without dots (cf. Blau, p. 122): 
ey al day 2 (Radd, fol. 4"); 4b] at (Radd, fol. 4"); 4a,2> 9 
ENS (Radd, fol. 4); 4ql3)\ luk! (fora) Lud) (Rada, fol. 6"); 4m pid) ods 
(Rada, fol. 7"); YL | ale Ji 4d 2 fe) (Radd, fol. 9”); A Y| adl& (Rad, 
fol. 13”); ASIP 43 Lally (Din A, fol. 11”); om vis soll (Din A, fol. 13”). 
b) Confusion of ta marbuta and ta’ maftuha (cf. Blau, pp. u5f.): 
C8 ple ee) (Din B, p. 5); n\) al coe Cys (Din B, p. 30); ci | oY 
40 SUI obs (Din A, fol. 68"). 

Confusion of alifmaqsura and alif mamdida: 
X gk, LE Vy (for (34) (Radd, fol. 42"); Le CS 28S (Rada, fol. 42"); 
eal aila (Din A, fol. 9’, Din B, p. 15); cook eal o anes (Din A, 


s s 
fol. 24”, Din B, p. 49); Bye Mel (for el) (Din A, fol. 27%, Din B, 
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Pp. 55). Ll! Yl + (for is!) (Din A, fol. 34”, Din B, p. 69); gall eae 
ie ie (for Bs) (Din A, fol. 35"); | U J sy (for 6M) (Din A, 
fol. 49’, Din B, p. 99); Vip a i of (for a’) (Din A, fol. 50", Din B, 
p- 101). 
Confusion of alifmaqsura and alifhamza: 
Coty (for Li |) (Rada, fol. 30”); ¢¢ 4d) Li | 9 (for +|431) (Radd, fol. 40”). 
Confusion of alifmagqsura and ya’: 
iS Ji cy (Radd, fol. 2"); (acd! eel xo (Radd, fol. 2"); ail 
ZF! (Rada, fol. 3”); dbs | Ex (Din A, fol. 2v); Ht| Be J! (Din 
A, fol. 2”); G4y Gro ms (Din A, fols 5-6", Din B, p. 7); ell J! 
(Din A, fol. 9°); ey dle Ca. ds (for ) (Din A, fol. 10", Din B, p. 14); 
seal Vy (Din A, fol. 10”); (6 ya Y aly (Din A, fol. 1”); azal ce (Din A, 


fol. 13”); a) Ue, | S| lelus (Din A, fol. 16”). 


Confusion of kaf and lam: 
PY ce? | (for J) (Din A, fol. 10"); Asal (for Keil (Din A, fol. 10"); 
aussi day e (for 45 bil) (Din A, fol. 10°~’). 

Lengthening of short vowels: 
hl pl |p AP xs (Radd, fol. 6"); J yA y coal (Radd, fol. 7"); | i ‘Y asl 
(Rada, fol. 7”); lbs (Rada, fol. 8"); el |e 9 (Radd, fol. 8"); Le ‘Y 
ave | gy ae (Radd, fol. 16"); an JH pat! y (Radd, fols 27°, 43"); 18 
ders ey (Radd, fol. 32°);  »l 1S pve (Din A, fol. 3”, Din B, p. 2); fe) 
ol | ha ne sll oil (Din A, fol. 7v, Din B, p. 11); bass) le a-sly 


THE MANUSCRIPTS AND LANGUAGE OF ‘ALI AL-TABARI’S WORKS 33 


(Din A, fol. 9‘, Din B, p. 11); oll al re) od (Din A, fols 9°, 10°’); all 39 
ol al (Din A, fol. 13”); oll al ls (Din A, fol. 14"); ve) aoa trans! 
(Din A, fol. 14”, Din B, p. 24); aul dl leon & cy (Din A, fol. 16", Din B, 
P- 30); he | ml | ox re (Din A, fol. 24"); > al alas (Din A, fol. 27°); 
ol] Sam dl leon le (Din A, fol. 27°, Din B, p. 54); lage | ox (Din 
A, fol. 33", Din B, p. 66); ¢ hated | a)! Sl re (Din A, fols 58", 63", Din B, 
Pp. 117, 127); Jule Pe YY (Din A, fol. 59”); Ul lens (for s© 4s 9) (Din 


A, fol. 61”). 


Shortening of long vowels (cf. Blau, pp. 65f.): 
lab Si | 9 (Radd, fol. 25"); 6 = (for 6 Ls!) (Radd, fol. 31"); Cheol 
JUL Ys (for eld) (Radd, fols 38°-39"); 0 95,8 (for Lud) (Radd, 
fol. 40°); chess a | (Din A, fol. 11"); Ne Jue S99 ‘yl (for 
Lect) (Din B, p. 24); bball | les (for ollLall) (Din A, fol. 19°); 
es | | (for bbs) (Din A, fols 24”, 35°, 41°); aul Nbe (for ye) (Din A, 
fols 34°—35'); Cpls cle, (for cl Lag) (Din A, fol. 34”);... call Ss BVT) 
as {gd (for l.8) (Din A, fol. 47"); LL 9 ble, (for bi bs 9) (Din B, p. 101); 
Syke pels ss (Din A, fols. 56", 70°, 71", Din B, p. 103); es ail Sh (Din 
A, fols 67", 68”). 

Variation in spelling of proper nouns and other words of foreign origin: 
ever) (for ao Lall) (Radd, fol. 12", Din A, fol. 13’, Din B, p. 22); PSG [for 
PS NGT (Radd, fols 12", 20°, 21", 27°); aaa ul / uss ‘| (Din A, fol. 16”); 
Su [for 4S] (Radd, fol. 20”); 35S 25 exalls 6 Lal (Din B, p. 146). 
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Coalescence of words (cf. Blau, pp. 128 f.): 


5, WE gles (for Le Ks) (Radd, fol. 7”); \da £5) lL. 4% 
J 5a)! (for La5S) (Radd, fol. 43°); Cae §ll pol (for pal L) (Din A, 
fol. 30"); al (for 4! L) (Din A, fol. 30"); Ele 'Y| lg (for Ul Ya) (Dam 
A, fol. 44”); O95 LJ ae (for Lal L) (Din A, fol. 45"); yl ean (for 
Ux! &) (Din A, fol. 45"); aol, Ay, (for eo! L) (Din A, fol. 56", Din B, 


p- 114). 


2 Morphology y 
Demonstrative pronouns: use of Ysls and ‘Yyls instead of «Ys (cf. Blau, 


pp. 136f.): 
Vols a (Din A, fol. 10"); Vals a (Din B, p. 15); Yale, (Din A, 
fol. 10", Din B, p. 16); Vols cle! (Din A, fol. 17°); Vols O8s (Din A, 
fol. 19°). 

Anomalous plurals (cf. Blau, p. 230): 
ote | le (Radd, fol. 8°); Hb gd fe) (Din A, fol. 191, Din B, p. 35); 
SbLilly 2-0 (Din A, fol. 33", Din B, p. 66); Skat, cal (Din A, 
fol. 36", Din B, p. 71); owe, % gJly (Din B, p. 136). 


3 Syntax 
Omission of the definite article (cf. Blau, pp. 364f.): 


Ash pull aa) 3 (Radd, fol. 28°); 4)! ci (for o 1) (Radd, fols 35%, 
35”, Din A, fol. 13%, Din B, p. 22); 0 poli ante (S| (for o poll) (Rada, 
fol. 39"); 44 9 9 esl ML 3 (Din A, fol. 68, Din B, p. 136); 2S” fe) liga 
Ur Ble le 8 ll Ask_ pull (Din A, fol. 41%, Din B, p. 83). 
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Numerals (cf. Blau, p. 368): 
bl > el (Din A, fol. 58’, Din B, p. 018); Ite Osi we) Ean bes 
Khe cy by (Din A, fol. 66", Din B, p. 134). 

Definite nouns in construct state (cf. Fiick, p. 61): 
cre | | (for A) (Din A, fol. 55"); Cx lal poll I (for ss) 
(Din A, fol. 58"); Se! GLAL (for lus) (Din A, fol. 60", Din B, 
p. 123). 

Confusion in the use of gender: 
Lase| Ob ya (for Lal tol) (Din B, p. 70). 

Confusion in the use of cases (cf. Blau, pp. 317f.; Khalifé, p. 491; Rahmé, p. 12): 
the USI (Radd, fol. 1"); Aw O gry yoall cys Cal, (Radd, fol. 2"); 
L. ae pate OF (Radd, fol. 7"); O glu! | 2514 (Radd, fol. 8°); 
Og ltl Ugly (Rada, fol. 8°); Ly pve led ae (Radd, fol. 8"); 43) 
(ge OF (Radd, fol. 9°); 29-98 OSS Y (Radd, fol. 10"); Le) JE: 
Le gas ‘aaa (Rada, fol. 9”) )s oly ane Rada, fol. 18°); aw Adi] 
(Radd, fol. 22°); Rud Vy UL ny AY (Radd, fol. 25°); Ve al ‘| 
(Radd, fol. 31"); > 5 9 dlee')| are) ce 4 Jl vl - le (Radd, 
fol. gi"); yy glawill oye : \ puke pub lB y (Rada, fol. 37°) aloe gal 
Ls (Radd, fol. 37"); Cyrote 43| al Ji oY (Radd, fol. 43"); Ob 
ole'y| Olda (Radd, fol. 44); yw ... Ie | As ‘Y (Din A, fol. 19°); 
Jl wee Of» (Din B, p. 123); YY ity seta O6s (Din A, fol. 67", Din B, 


p- 135): 
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Indicative mood used for jussive after fam (cf. Blau, p. 263; Fiick, p. 61; Khalifé, 
p- 492; Rahmé, p. 12): 


s e s 
Sah leh be Od) (Radd, fol. 12"); So| old (Radd, fol. 15°); O95 
ws . 
AL (Radd, fol. 15"); Gey, n 9 (Radd, fol. 34°); kA YW SA : 9 (Rada, 
fol. 36"). 


Nominative used for genitive (cf. Blau, p. 263; Fiick, p. 61; Khalifé, p. 492; Rahmé, 
p. 12): 


pl olan ot S pe (Rada, fol. 38"); per Oh dks (for Cob) (Din 
A, fol. 60", Din B, p. 120). 
Violation of rules of grammatical accord: 


(a) Lack of concord between subject and predicate (cf. Blau, p. 281): 
a we a a a rs 
le ae lial oe O| (Radd, fol. 9’); Gay ge log ye 3) S59 JEL 
s . a 
(Radd, fol. 9%); 43) Ge Slaall od, Posh! 4S Ole (Rade, 
a Ag Z . 
fol. 18"); Wadls Lawl lies (Radd, fol. 26%); le .. Lull le bles! 


a 


4,280 9 (Radd, fol. 19”). 


(b) Lack of concord between verb and subject in a verbal clause (cf. Blau, 
p. 281): 


ie 
le FS Cots Jl GlaLl (Rad, fol. 19°); Jo > a! SO) (for Igo) 
be ° ss w Z ¢ 
(Radd, fol. 41"); Ole YI i (for O& ) (Rada, fol. 44"); oS gy O! 
4) Ola 99 dro Shak! ely (Din A, fol. 8", Din B, p. 12); al aly gl Ad 
J 5a .. (Din A, fol. 14"); le 2) RE oda (Din A, fol. 28", Din B, 


p- 55): 
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(c) Lack of concord between relative pronouns and their antecedents (cf. Blau, 
P- 573): 


et al me a Y Silly (Radd, fol. 21”); | tac sill bes (for Crd) 
(Radd, fol. 36”). 


(d) Lack of concord between a noun and a demonstrative pronoun referring to 
it: 


le pold se Sl Js 2 .2 (Radd, fol. 12"); |e Le yy (for ots) 
(Radd, fol. 33"); Axo LuLl » aol |igd (Radd, fol. 42); 01s _ atl y (Din 


A, fol. 64", Din B, p. 130). 


(e) Lack of concord between a noun and a pronominal suffix: 


4 Ves Vo One est aly! Cp (Din A, fol. 12"); ev ltl 


ot AWE OF io All (Din A, fol. 58’, Din B, p. 118). 


Observations on the Texts 


In addition to the linguistic characteristics listed above, there are a number 
of idiosyncratic features in the texts of the manuscript of the Radd and the 
two manuscripts of the Din wa-dawla. These are probably to be attributed to 
carelessness (it is impossible to say whether this was on the part of ‘Ali himself 
or the copyists of the manuscripts) rather than to their reflecting genuine 
linguistic features of Middle Arabic. 

The most noteworthy is the frequent disregard shown for diacritical points 
of consonants: 


h@ appears for jim, e.g. 64> 3 (for otu) (Radd, fol. 2”), aS oP 
heal! (for a) (Radd, fol. 2”), cb a? & Vy (for cl | &%) (Radd, 
fol. 5"), cle! |e sey 9 (for ple Yl) (Din A, fol. 5"), 9 eVbe ee 


(for #9) (Din A, fol. 9”), Gu cy os (for (¢ Lux) (Din A, fol. 31°), 
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ls Sly [ab 423 |; cls (for heb) (Din A, fol. 18"); ta’ appears for th@ 
(e.g, Ys (pels for Ye) (Din A, fol. 30") Ys ti, ce Suen) a (for Lae) 
(Din A, fol. 32”); ta’ for za’, e.g. Cees Oo bl Cw (for Cpelac) (Radd, 
fol. 2”), due ie (for 1Us 4s) (Rada, fol. 3°), la. ol al 8 (for gl) 
(Din A, fol. 21°), ele al 4| big (for 35 9) (Din A, fol. 29”); ‘ayn for 


ghayn, e.g. Ila) 4% 9 (for )la)!) (Radd, fol. 3"), gle oY Je el (for 
IY) (Radd, fol. 7"), 9 en) (for_) 9 ») (Radd, fol. 2"); ghayn for 


‘ayn, e.g. 45 Me Vy wo (3 (for 43 Mc) (Din A, fol. 31"). 


Some consonants (e.g. ba’, ta’, gaf, nun, and ya’) are occasionally written with- 
out any dots at all. Dal and dhal, dad and z@ are often not distinguished, as 
mentioned above. In all these cases the correct pointing has been restored. 

Anoteworthy feature of the text of the Egyptian National Library manuscript 
of the Din wa-dawla (Din B) is that the phrase: ree 19 (pile /lade) ale | che is 
often, if not exclusively, abbreviated as eae. 

Other examples of carelessness are the many instances of fluctuation in 
spellings of words, particularly those of foreign origin as has been noted above. 

As might be expected, the language of his works makes clear that ‘Ali was 
fully acquainted with Syriac. This is already obvious from external evidence. 
For example, in the Firdaws al-hikma he reveals that his father was regarded as 
such a leading scholar within his community that he was accorded the Syriac 
title rabban (the source of widespread misunderstanding, and cause of some 
biographers to identify him as Jewish), which indicates that ‘Ali himself was 
brought up in a Syriac-speaking household.® He also says that he translated the 
Firdaws al-hikma from its original Arabic into Syriac, unequivocally attesting 
to his facility in this language.9 Thirdly, he was remembered as less capable 
in Arabic than those with whom he worked wished he might be,!° so it is not 
unlikely that this was his second language, presumably after Syriac. 

Within the works, he is clearly preoccupied with Syriac and Syrians, men- 
tioning them with some frequency, particularly in the Din wa-dawla: 


8 Above, p. 10. 
9 See Firdaws al-hikma, p. 8: 4\, pl) 3) 2®) le ¢. 
10 ~—- Above, p. 3. 
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aglaw mes cp & | ae>| le cab Ct (Radd, fol. 3”); ary) 
dare (gals! ye Cal pull (Din A, fol. 38%, Din B, p. 77); acl awl yl 
Shs (Din A, fol. 38”, Din B, p. 77); pad al ak pl esl e lige 
Ur pls (Din A, fol. 41", Din B, p. 83); sb, ad) Abell padi (Din A, fol. 45°, 
Din B, p. 90); ak, pl Pes I| e Ur stall Ob (Din A, fol. 51, Din B, p. 103); 
4 & BL! 7) A) ob (Din A, fol. 51", Din B, p. 103); rt) ak, pl vp 
Loy ge a 43 ole (Din A, fol. 53”, Din B, p. 108); igi el 5 ros 
Sk pel ASL poll ela are ye) Cele onde oye ace =I cel 
(Din A, fol. 56” and Din B, p. 115); lA S| ce 43k Ye Ja| 4 olgs 
ay sl 3 ge ol asi 3 Os Y ah awl (Din A, fol. 56%, Din B, p. 114); 
A AEN ASL pally (JB study alyly LS. SGT oh Sli, y (Div A, fol. 574 
Din B, p.115); Cask pall ele re) ol} aN jb (Din A, fol. 61", Din B, 
p. 123). 


A linguistic feature to match this is that he frequently uses the active participle 
to express the present and future tenses, a characteristic feature of Syriac, 
especially when it is used with enclitic personal pronouns. He employs this 
stylistic feature in at least 22 places in these works. 


Al-radd ‘ala l-Nasara: 
ere exe V3) 15 bly (fol. 39). 
be pw Sey es Tate Ul el (fol. 4°). 
ably dey pti) ole sled & ge bls (fol.79). 
rar OF las!| atk’, ot ais UI Le (fol. 25°). 
\ie OE Te pais UI Slablal SELL | Key (fol. 291). 
d'5| Bias 9) 5 1S LI (ol 31"). 
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Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla: 


0 yaw aif, ji cot any bile (Din A, fol. 3°, Din B, p. 2). 

Le SIS UT dl bday GLI lols (Din A, fol. 6%, Din B, p.9)- 

elt VI age dptdney LL UL 203  yeastle Uy (Din A, fol. 8, Din B, 
p- 13). 

il eo se NS Gl. bl, (Din A, fol. 9‘, Din B, p. 14). 

ols ls Sa As? ys Gl le lgaey (Din A, fol. 10°, Din B, p. 16). 

pill shes NS pus bl, (Din A, fol. 10’, Din B, pp. 16-17). 

a Setzus Le ace 5 3 aE (Din A, fol. 12”, Din B, p. 20). 

eda! dle all oe £13 ul, (Din A, fol. 14’, Din B, p. 25). 

wees eres weil’ op S13 Ui, (Din A, fol. 27°, Din B, p. 54). 

laS 3 bi al ope 3 (Din A, fol. 33", Din B, p. 67). 

il eld Slate! e NS eo bl, (Din A, fol. 34", Din B, p. 68). 

UI Jia re) ENS pute bl, (Din A, fol. 34”, Din B, p. 68). 

ols als Sas ee le T13 bl, (Din A, fol. 37°, Din B, p. 74). 

0513 SB te gly Gye ool yay @ Dall de cena ay Lit Le Lb (Din 
A, fol. 59”, Din B, p. 119). 

oc s I3 53 Sly (Din A, fol. 68", Din B, p. 137). 

|e gee e dilSa5 SL. ul, (Din A, fol. 71", Din B, 
Pp. 143). 


These features show an author deeply involved in Syrian Christianity, even 
though he had repudiated it, and so steeped in Syriac that it could well have 
been the language in which he still thought. 


Al-radd ala l-Nasara, Introduction 


The first of ‘Ali's two works against Christianity, known by the generic title 
Al-radd ‘ala l-Nasard, is one of the earliest extant works of its kind. For its 
directness, acuteness of detail, and accuracy in presenting Christian beliefs, 
it has few parallels among extant Muslim works, and as far as can be told, it 
adopts an independence in its approach to its subject that sets it apart from 
other refutations of Christianity. 

‘Ali wrote this work soon after he converted to Islam: as he says at the begin- 
ning, ‘The eternal One has called me to write this book of mine as a renuncia- 
tion of the religion of Christianity’ (li-l-tanassul min din al-Nasraniyya).! Since 
he probably converted in or soon after 850, it can be dated to the early years 
of that decade, situating it among a few other extant refutations by Muslims 
active at this time. 

Refutations of Christianity by Muslims characterised by their interests in 
speculative thinking on religion are known from the late eighth century 
onwards. The earliest was the lost Kitab al-radd ‘ala l-Nasara by Abu ‘Amr Dirar 
ibn ‘Amr (d. c. 800), a Mu‘tazili who is associated with the reputed founder of 
the school, Wasil ibn ‘Ata’. Bishr ibn al-Mu‘tamir (d. 825), the founder of the 
Baghdad school of the Mu'‘tazila, also wrote a work known by the title Kitab al- 
radd ‘ala |-Nasara, while the founder of the Basra school, Abu |-Hudhay] al-‘Allaf 
(d. between 840 and 850), wrote both a work entitled Kitab ‘ala l-Nasara and 
another entitled Kitab ‘ala Ammar al-Nasrani fil-radd ‘ala l-Nasara, quite prob- 
ably against the Nestorian ‘Ammar al-Basri, whom he may have known person- 
ally (it can only be surmised whether ‘Ali knew or knew of this Christian from 
the same denomination as himself). A refutation entitled Kitab ft l-radd ‘ala 
l-Yahud wa-l-Nasard is attributed to the Caliph al-Ma’miun (d. 833), while Abu 
Musa |-Murdar (d. 841), a pupil of Bishr ibn al-Mu‘tamir in Baghdad, wrote a 
work entitled Kitab al-radd ‘ala l-Nasara and also Kitab ‘ala Abi Qurra l-Nasrani, 
against the early-ninth century Melkite bishop and apologist Theodore Abu 
Qurra. Probably nearer the time of ‘Ali’s conversion, the Maliki legal scholar 
Muhammad ibn Sahnun (d. 870) from Qayrawan wrote a work entitled Kitab al- 
hujja ‘ala l-Nasara, and the Baghdad Muttazili Abu Ja‘far Muhammad al-Iskafi 
(d. 854) wrote a work entitled Radd ‘ala l-Nasara. 

All these refutations are lost and little is known about any of them. However, 
it is not unlikely that most will have dealt mainly or exclusively with the Chris- 


1 Below pp. 62-63. 


© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 | DOI: 10.1163/9789004309555_004 


42 AL-RADD ‘ALA L-NASARA, INTRODUCTION 


tian doctrines of the Trinity and Incarnation, which challenged the Islamic 
conception of God as an undifferentiated and incomparable unity, because 
they could be understood to mean that he was plural in his being and that he 
could come into proximity with a finite being. The kind of arguments that were 
used in some or maybe all of them can be seen in summarised form in the Kitab 
al-mughni of the tenth century Mu tazili ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadhani (d. 1025), 
where in his long refutation of the Trinity in Book 5 he often refers to ‘our mas- 
ters’ (shuyukhuna), Mu‘tazili scholars who preceded him and either included 
some of these early figures themselves or preserved arguments from them. If 
the traditions ‘Abd al-Jabbar employs actually go back to the mid-ninth cen- 
tury, typical arguments that would have been used in these works tended to 
show that the Christian doctrines must lead to three gods as the divine Persons 
could be understood to subsist and act separately from one another, or to plu- 
rality within a single Godhead as the Persons, defined as attributes of the divine 
substance, must multiply beyond three.” 

A few refutations from around the time of ‘Ali’s conversion have survived 
more or less intact, and these show the variety of approaches to refutation of 
Christianity taken by Muslims in the ninth century. The earliest is the Radd ‘ala 
l-Nasara of the Zaydi Imam al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim al-Hasani al-Rassi (d. 846), 
of which all but the ending (or what can be taken as the ending) has come 
down. It is an admirable work, not only because it succeeds in encapsulating 
its arguments in short phrases of rhyming prose, but also because in its brief 
and concise examination it gives one of the most accurate and acute appraisals 
of Christian doctrines by any Muslim, taking into account not only the Chris- 
tologies of the three main denominations, Melkites, Jacobites and Nestorians, 
but also points made by the Melkite Theodore Abt Qurra.* Put briefly, its struc- 
ture comprises a rational proof that God is one and that the Quran teaches 
this, an account and refutation of the Trinity and Incarnation, an argument 
that major figures in the Gospel themselves attest to the humanity ofJesus, and 
finally a translation of the early chapters of Matthew’s Gospel (the original evi- 
dently contained more) to prove that there is nothing there that suggests Jesus 
was divine. Its elegantly expressed summaries of Christian beliefs and doctri- 
nal variations and its expert translation of the Gospel chapters indicate that 
al-Qasim was deeply acquainted with Christianity, possibly through first-hand 


2 ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, ed. and trans. D. Thomas, Christian doctrines in Islamic theology, 
Leiden, 2008, see pp. 219-220. 

3 I. di Matteo (ed. and Italian trans.), ‘Confutazione contro i Cristiani dello zaydita al-Qasim b. 
Ibrahim, Rivista degli Studi Orientali 9 (1921-1922) 301-364. 

4 W Madelung, ‘Al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim and Christian theology, Aram 3 (1991) 35-44. 
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experience, and could present it with some detachment from polemical heat. 
In its mixture of rational arguments and biblical exegesis it is closest in char- 
acter to ‘Ali's Radd among the surviving ninth century works (although it bears 
no common features). 

Fi l-radd ‘ala l-Nasara of the Mu‘tazili Abu ‘Uthman al-Jahiz (d. 869) differs 
from this careful work in both character and approach. Written, as it relates, 
for some Muslims, presumably in Baghdad, being harassed by Christians who 
asked questions they could not answer, it presents a scathing condemnation of 
Christians under Islamic rule, together with a series of uncompromising attacks 
on Christian beliefs.> It has not survived in its complete original form but in 
a series of ten excerpts of differing lengths. In the longest of these, al-Jahiz 
shows why Christians have no right to make the claims they do about their 
intellectual heritage, and do not deserve the privileges they enjoy in Islamic 
society, for they are opportunists who have taken advantage of the indulgence 
shown them by Muslims, and their high social positions and influence are 
totally wrong. In other excerpts he takes up questions passed on from the 
Christians who are pestering his correspondents, and deals with other points 
raised in contemporary exchanges. His treatise provides a vivid account of 
Christians and Muslims in the society of his time, and even though it may 
exaggerate it provides a rare glimpse into the world from which the abstract 
arguments of other polemical works emerged. It bears little relation to ‘Ali’s 
Radd, even though it may well have been written only ten years before the time 
‘Ali converted.® 

A third work from this period that again survives in incomplete form is 
the Radd ‘ala l-thalath firag min al-Nasara by the one-time Muttazili Abu ‘Isa 
Muhammad al-Warraq, who was active in the middle of the century. He suf- 
fered such criticisms for his religious views that he largely fell out of the his- 
torical record. His long and elaborate polemic has come down in the form 
of quotations included in the response made by the tenth-century Jacobite 
Christian Yahya ibn ‘Adi. It consists of three parts, a relatively brief descrip- 
tion of Christian doctrines and the disagreements over these between the main 
denominations of Melkites, Jacobites and Nestorians, and two long, intricately 
detailed demonstrations of the actual and potential confusions of the explana- 
tions of first the Trinity and then the Incarnation offered by the three groups.” 


5 Abia ‘Uthman al-Jahiz, Fi l-radd ‘ala l-Nasara, ed. J. Finkel in Thalath ras@il li-Abi Uthman 
al-Jahiz, Cairo, 1962. 

6 The work is often linked with the Caliph al-Mutawakkil, but see D. Thomas, ‘Aba ‘Uthman 
al-Jahiz’, in CMR 1, pp. 709-710, for arguments about an earlier date. 

7 D.Thomas(ed.), Anti-Christian polemic in early Islam, Abi Isa al-Warraq’s Against the Trinity’, 
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It shows an admirable awareness of the details in the doctrines it explores, and 
an acute understanding of what they say and aim to explain. So its counter 
arguments are all the more impressive, and they provided fertile material for 
Muslim polemicists for centuries after the name of Abi ‘Isa had been forgotten 
and his reputation obscured.® 

Possibly the most impressive feature of this Radd is its use of simple 
common-sense logic and information obtained from Christians themselves, 
without recourse to scriptural arguments. Abu ‘Isa’s objective stance gives his 
refutation a cogency and authority that for all the abstraction it contains prof- 
ited later Muslims and compelled a Christian of the stature of Yahya ibn ‘Adi 
to reply. There is no sign in this Radd of any of the features of ‘Ali al-Tabari’s 
roughly contemporary work. 

These three works bear witness to the variety of approaches employed by 
Muslim polemicists as they addressed the differences between themselves and 
Christians. Obviously, they make hardly any reference to the Qur’an because 
Christians would not be persuaded, and they are careful about the Bible 
because it is foreign territory—although al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim shows how 
effectively it can be used as long as it is studied thoroughly. For understandable 
reasons, they tend to prefer arguments based on common rational premises 
that their opponents are forced to acknowledge. Maybe the main point they 
prove is that at this time there does not appear to have been any set method 
of approaching Christians. While individual arguments may well have been 
known to many polemicists, each author seems to have used them in his own 
way, as though in response to live encounters with Christians that demanded 
repeated new initiatives and original solutions to fresh challenges. ‘Ali’s Radd is 
the product of his own individual response, and while it contains hints of argu- 
ments known also from other authors it is largely his own considered demon- 
stration of defects that he must already have thought about for years before he 
finally abandoned the Christian faith that, in his view, glaringly held them in 
contradictory tension. 


Cambridge, 1992; D. Thomas (ed.), Early Muslim polemic against Christianity, Abit ‘Isa al- 
Warrdq’s Against the Incarnation’, Cambridge, 2002. 
8 Thomas, ‘Against the Trinity’, pp. 38-50; ‘Against the Incarnation’, pp. 75-82. 
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It is difficult to believe that the many works known simply by the title Radd ‘ala 
“-Nasara originally had no other names, though rarely are any others known. 
This seems to have been the case with ‘Ali’s work, because on the two occasions 
he refers to it in the Din wa-dawla, he simply calls it his ‘book on the refutation 
of the groups of Christians’ (Aitabi alladhi ft l-radd ‘ala asnaf al-Nasara) and his 
‘book of the refutation of the Christians’ (kitab al-radd ‘ala l-Nasara).9 He had 
evidently not thought of any particular title other than this plain description. 
On the basis of the title of the work in which the thirteenth century Copt al- 
Safi ibn al-‘Assal replies to this refutation, Kitab al-saha’th fi jawab al-nasa’ih 
(‘Truths in response to friendly advice’), Khalil Samir suggests that ‘Ali’s work 
was entitled Kitab al-nasa@ih (‘The book of friendly advice’).!° This is attractive, 
and there is support for it at the beginning of the treatise, where in the second 
paragraph ‘Ali employs forms of the word three times. He explains that one 
reason for writing is to justify his conversion and give advice to Christians (al- 
idhar wa-l-nasiha), he expresses the hope that the Radd will be in the form 
of advice to them (‘ala tariq al-nastha lahum), and he comforts himself at 
the prospect of their indifference with the belief that he will gain the reward 
of a good and well-paid adviser (ar al-nasih al-ma?jur)." Nevertheless, these 
mentions do not necessarily point to a title, and the absence of anything more 
colourful than Radd ‘ala [-Nasara from ‘Ali's two references in the Din wa-dawla 
argue against Samir’s suggestion. Maybe Ibn al-‘Assal was drawing on these 
three allusions to nasiha so near the beginning of the treatise when he was 
searching for a suitable alliterating and rhyming title for his own work that 
fitted into the literary conventions of his own time. 

The Radd survives in a single manuscript that is evidently a late copy (Samir 
tentatively dates it to the seventeenth century).!” The text was already incom- 
plete in the version on which this is based because it tails off in the middle 
of folio 45" leaving the rest of the page blank, indicating that the copyist had 
reached the end of the version before him. This makes the full structure of the 
Radd difficult to work out for certain, though it is possible to make some sug- 
gestions on the basis of internal and external evidence. 

‘Ali himself gives an outline of the intended structure of his argument at the 
beginning of the work. He lists the main elements as follows: 


9 See below, pp. 362-363, 374-375. 

10 ~—- Samir, ‘Réponse’, pp. 290-292, and see p. 286. 
11 See below, pp. 64-65. 

12 Samir, ‘Réponse; p. 289. 
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— asummary of Islamic beliefs 

— seven questions to Christians, ‘the censuring silencers’ 

— further questions to support these 

— seven instances of contradictions between the Gospel and the Creed 

— the doctrines of the various Christian groups, the correct interpretations of 
the terms ‘Fatherhood’, ‘Sonship’ and ‘indwelling’ (Audi) and a demonstra- 
tion that the Christians use them incorrectly 

— the words that Christians interpret contrary to their meaning, and the cor- 
ruption (tahrif ) and mistakenness in this! 


He starts immediately after this with the summary of Christian beliefs. 

Examination of the extant parts of the Radd shows readily that four of these 
six elements are fully treated, and the discussion of the correct meaning of the 
terms ‘father’ and ‘son’ has been fully developed to the point where ‘Ali shows 
that they are used in Christian teachings without any fixed meanings. The only 
items that are not covered are the teaching about indwelling and mistaken 
Christian interpretations. This appears to suggest that whatever has been lost at 
the end is not very much: possibly a discussion about the meaning of Christian 
explanations of the Incarnation, some discussions about misinterpretations, 
and a conclusion. However, this may well not be the case. In the first place, the 
actual body of the treatise contains many more arguments than ‘Ali’s outline 
at the beginning suggests, and while the elements he lists at the beginning can 
all be identified in the flow of his arguments they are accompanied by many 
subsidiary points. So the lost concluding parts may be have been rather longer 
and more complicated than at first appears. 

This suspicion is supported by Ibn al-‘Assal. In his Kitab al-sah@ih fi jawab 
al-nasaih he comments in detail on the Radd, and as he does so he quotes 
brief extracts, usually no more than a sentence long. While it is impossible 
to calculate the length of the lost part on the basis of the number of these, 
because there is no way of knowing how interesting, offensive or wrong Ibn 
al-‘Assal found a point made in the last part of the Radd and how keen he 
was to respond to it in detail, the sheer variety of the issues in the passages he 
quotes points to a lost part of some reasonable length.!* This means that ‘Ali’s 


13. See below, pp. 66-67. 

14  Gaudeul, Riposte, p. 62, n. 212, believes it may represent a good half of the original: ‘Le 
texte ci-dessus corresponderait a la moitié de I’ ouvrage original, soit 45 pages sur 92 de la 
réponse de Safi, though this assumes that Ibn al-‘Assal takes his quotations evenly from 
throughout the Radd. 
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initial outline of the main points in the Radd can be taken as only a general 
guide to its actual contents. 

The extant parts only conform to a very rough order, so it may be expected 
that the missing parts were little different. Checking through al-Safi’s quota- 
tions,!> the following themes may be identified: 


— the Incarnation of Christ: questions about the uniting of the divine and 
human characters; the ineffectiveness of the death of Jesus in overcoming 
evil 

— the miracles of Christ: their questionability as signs of Jesus’s divinity; they 
do not prove that there was a qualitative distinction between Jesus and other 
prophets 

— further questions about the divinity of Jesus: if he was God, why did he not 
destroy sin; why did he not destroy his enemies; how could he have destroyed 
death when he was destroyed by death? 

— Christians have added to the original teachings: they innovate in their obser- 
vances; Paul and later church leaders issued curses 

— verses from the Gospels have been misinterpreted or are confused: John 3:13, 
John 8:58, Matthew 1:1, John 1:14. 

— The Gospels contradict one another in several places 


These can be collected under the two headings of: the indwelling of the divine 
in the human Christ; and the misinterpretation of words and verses in Christian 
scripture. But there appears to be more besides. 

It is worth commenting a little more on these lost parts, because they shed 
important light on the Radd as a whole and on ‘All's thinking about the nature 
of Christianity, as well as on ‘Ali himself. 

The first theme, on the mode of the indwelling of the divine in the human 
at the Incarnation, indicates that ‘Ali was engaged in similar forms of thinking 
about this doctrine as other Muslims of his time. His question at the beginning 
of the list of quotations, ‘So in which of these ways did God take a son?’!® shows 
that he has just presented a series of alternative possibilities, such as adop- 
tion, in addition to eternal generation. In fact, his use of the quranic phrase 
ittakhadha Allah ibnan (e.g, Q 2:16, 10:68: ittakhadha Allah waladan) raises the 
possibility that he may have been referring to a question from Christians that is 
quoted and discussed by al-Jahiz at about this time and is repeated by theolo- 


15 Below, pp. 160-169. 
16 —_ Below, pp. 160-161. 


48 AL-RADD ‘ALA L-NASARA, INTRODUCTION 


gians for a century or more afterwards. In this question, an anonymous group 
of Christians compare God ‘taking’ a son in the sense of adopting and hon- 
ouring a human, with God taking Abraham as ‘close friend’, as the Qur'an says 
(wa-ittakhadha Allah Ibrahima khalilan; Q 4125).!” They see a similarity in the 
intimacy of an adoptive sonship and a close relationship, and try to compel 
Muslims to accept the one at the risk of denying the other and thereby reject- 
ing the Quran. This is an attractive possibility, and it would show how fully 
aware ‘Ali was of the discussions that were going on around him, though since 
al-Safi says nothing at all about the context of what is only a brief quotation, it 
must remain no more than a possibility. 

The fragmentary quotations that follow suggest that ‘Ali entered into a 
technical theological discussion about the Incarnation, and that again he may 
have raised issues known from contemporary refutations of Christianity, albeit 
in his own way. The four extremely brief quotations, ‘That Christ was five 
hypostases’, ‘What if [the Christians] claim that [they] call one of the locations 
divine?’, ‘indwelling of the Divinity alone’ (mahall li-l-ilah duna ba‘d), and ‘he 
was existent in all of them without modality’, are related to the uniting of the 
divinity and humanity in Christ. The five hypostases would appear to be the 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, as God acting as a single being, and from what Ibn 
al-‘Assal says, the human nature of Christ made up of his body and spirit, while 
the questions about the location of the Divine appear to relate to the problem 
of the Divinity singling out this particular human from others, for if the only 
evidence of Christ’s divinity is his miracles, there is no reason to single him out 
from other prophets whose miracles are equally impressive. If this is the drift 
of ‘Ali’s argument here, he is referring back to the comparisons of Jesus’s and 
other prophets’ miracles he has made earlier (in the extant parts of the work), 
and also leading up to the theoretical question that Ibn al-‘Assal quotes a little 
later: ‘Why did he not manifest miracles that were greater than the miracles of 
the prophets?’ 

That these issues were known in ‘Ali’s time is attested by his contemporary 
Abia ‘Isa al-Warraq, who discusses the problem of only one of the three Persons 
of the Trinity uniting with the human Christ,!* and alludes, though only in 
passing, to the problem of Christ’s miracles showing no qualitative distinction 
between him and other prophets.!9 Other authors must also have discussed 
them, and presumably at length, because by the tenth century they had become 


17 ~~~ Al-Jahiz, Radd, p. 25. 
18 Abia ‘Isa, Radd, in Thomas, Incarnation, pp. 96-107. 
19 Abii ‘Isa, Radd, in Thomas, Incarnation, pp. 170-171. 
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integral elements in the refutations of Christianity that appear in the major 
theological treatises that date from this time. 

Another aspect of these lost parts that is worth commenting on is the 
mistakes and contradictions ‘Ali detects in Christian scripture. He has already 
demonstrated in the intact part of the Radd his extensive knowledge of the text 
of the Gospels, and here he uses his knowledge of the Bible, and presumably the 
tradition of Christian exegesis, to impressive effect. 

He shows the extent to which his outlook has already changed from that 
of a believing Christian when he suggests that Jesus’s statement in John 8:58, 
‘Before Abraham was I am’, should, in fact, be a question.2° As a statement, 
Jesus’ words form a powerful affirmation of his eternal existence, but as a 
presumably rhetorical question they imply strongly that he denied completely 
any association with eternity. Turning the statement into a question is an 
eloquent indication of the changes in ‘Ali’s perceptions of faith as he moved 
from Christianity to Islam. 

He goes on to identify other instances where there are mistakes in the his- 
torical Gospels: John could not have written ‘The Word became flesh’ because 
this would mean that the eternal God changed into contingent material sub- 
stance, which is illogical; the Gospels disagree over details—the miracles per- 
formed by Jesus; the actual time of Jesus’s resurrection; and the attitude of the 
two thieves crucified with Jesus, Matthew saying that they both mocked him 
(27:44), Luke that one rebuked the other for doing this (23:39—41), John that 
they said nothing (19:18), and Mark remaining silent (15:27, though see 15:32, 
where both of them taunt Jesus). Maybe his most impressive demonstration of 
biblical knowledge in these fragmentary parts is his identification of the con- 
tradiction between Jesus’s reference to David taking the bread of the presence 
in the time of the priest Abiathar (Mark 2:26) and the record in the Old Tes- 
tament of this occurring in the time of Abiathar’s father Abimelech (1Samuel 
211-6). 

This last example causes one to wonder whether here, and maybe in other 
instances, ‘Ali was deploying knowledge that he had acquired when he was 


20 These words occasioned comment from a number of later Muslim polemicists, though 
none followed ‘Ali in making this ingenious suggestion: see al-Baqillani, Kitab al-tamhid, 
in Thomas, Christian doctrines, pp. 200-201; ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathbit dalail al-nubuwwa, ed. 
and trans. G.S. Reynolds and S.K. Samir, ‘Abd al-Jabbar, critique of Christian origins, Provo, 
2010, pp. 36, 40; the work attributed to al-Ghazali, Al-radd al-jamil li-ilahiyyat Isd bi-sarih 
al-Injil, ed. and trans. R. Chidiac, Réfutation excellente de la divinité de Jésus Christ d’aprés 
les évangiles, Paris, 1939, pp. 53-54- 
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much younger, of biblical cruxes that were familiar within Christian circles and 
formed the subjects of frequent attempts at resolution.?! They are inconsisten- 
cies, and for him they have become instances of alteration to the original text, 
although in the surviving quotations ‘Ali does not draw attention to this matter 
as a pervasive theological problem. 

The long sequence of fragmentary quotations quoted by Ibn al-‘Assal pre- 
serves a valuable outline of the lost parts of the Radd. It is possible that other 
works that incorporate elements from it also preserve quotations from the lost 
parts, or at least allusions, though as will be shown below, their use nowhere 
approaches the systematic analysis in Ibn al-‘Assal’s Saha’ih. So, apart from a 
few references that can be checked against him, such as the reminiscence of 
the contradictory accounts of the crucified thieves’ attitudes to Jesus found in 
the fifteenth century Iberian convert known as ‘Abd Allah al-Tarjuman,”* there 
is nothing on which to build further elements of the lost latter sections of the 
work. 

It would appear, then, that the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara originally comprised six 
parts, conforming to the description that ‘Ali gives at the beginning. But while 
there is relatively clear organisation in the first four parts, comprising the sum- 
mary of Islamic beliefs, the seven ‘censuring silencers’, the further questions 
that support these, and the seven instances of contradictions between the 
Gospel and the Creed, the structure of the latter two parts is less clear. There is 
no obvious reason for this (unless Ibn al-‘Assal has obscured the progression of 
arguments), though it may be connected with material that ‘Ali was using from 
elsewhere. 

‘Ali's general stance throughout the Radd is that Christian doctrines conform 
to neither reason nor revelation. In various places he shows how they are either 
self-contradictory or logically incoherent, and he supports his arguments with 
incisive proofs that the doctrines cannot be brought into agreement with the 
biblical witness. He is not a theologian in the same sense as the Muslim masters 
who at this time took Christian doctrines and subjected them to detailed 
forensic deconstructions that left them in logical tatters,2? and rather than 
picking a doctrine apart with instruments of reason his preference is evidently 


21 This impression is supported by ‘Ali’s locating of the incident involving David and Abim- 
elech in ‘the Books of Kings’ (see below, pp. 166-167) and not 1Samuel. This suggests he 
was drawing it from his memory rather than a recent check of the Bible. 

22  M.deEpalza (ed. and trans.), La tuhfa, autobiografia y polémica islamica contra el Cristian- 
ismo de Abdallah al-Taryuman (fray Anselmo Turmeda), Rome, 1971, pp. 412-415. 

23 Among these can be cited Abii ‘Isa al-Warraq and the ‘masters’ whose arguments ‘Abd 
al-Jabbar employs at various points in the Mughni. 
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to expose the incompatibility of Christian teaching and revelation by citing a 
verse, mainly from the Gospels, that shows the doctrine bears no relationship 
to it. 

This raises the question of ‘Ali’s attitude towards the Bible. At the time 
he was writing, stories were in circulation among Muslims that explained 
the discrepancies between the original Injil that the Quran said Jesus had 
proclaimed from God and the four Gospels in the possession of Christians. Al- 
Jahiz, for example, relates how after Jesus had disappeared and his message 
was lost, four men attempted to reconstruct it, though not all of these had 
been his immediate companions, and there could be no guarantee that they 
did not conspire together to present a distorted message.” ‘Ali says nothing 
that remotely echoes such an explicit accusation of textual corruption, and 
nothing explicit about the authenticity of the Bible, though his repeated use 
of the Gospels and Torah against Christian beliefs appears to indicate that he 
accepts them as textually intact, against the distortions imported into them by 
Christian interpretations. This inference is supported by the declarations he 
makes from time to time, for example in his words in the first of the ‘censuring 
silencers’, where, following quotations from Matthew and John in which Jesus 
affirms that he is inferior to God, ‘Ali declares, ‘This is the pure, clear declaration 
of God’s oneness, and the acknowledgement that [Jesus] was sent. This is the 
faith of Christ and all the prophets’.25 Here he appears to be accepting these 
two verses as an authentic witness from the original Injil. 

In the light of such comments, ‘Ali’s words near the beginning of the Radd, 
where he says ‘My intention is not to refute Christ or the people of the truth, but 
those Christian sects that oppose Christ and the Gospels and corrupt the words 
(wa-harrafa |-kalimat), are most naturally understood as implying distortion 
of the meaning rather than of the actual text of the Gospels, which he does 
not wish to doubt. This is further supported a little later in the Radd, where 
in his explanation of what he intends to do he says that he will ‘interpret the 
words which they explain in contradiction to their meanings, and refer to the 
corruption and falseness (al-tahrif wa-l-fasad) implicated in this’? Corruption 
in the Bible is a matter of Christian misinterpretation rather than disruption of 
the actual text. 

Despite these explanations, in the latter parts of the Radda different attitude 
towards Christian scripture is implied. For when ‘Ali actually comes to exam- 


24 ~~ Al-Jahiz, Radd, p. 24. 
25 See below, pp. 70-71. 
26 See below, pp. 66-67. 
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ine what in this opening description he calls explanations in contradiction to 
the meaning of the text, he exposes direct disagreements between one verse 
and another. For example, on the one hand Joseph the husband of Mary is told 
in the Gospel of Matthew that Mary’s child will be born of the Holy Spirit, but 
then John the Baptist later witnesses the Holy Spirit descending on Jesus when 
he is baptised as a young man. ‘Ali asks, ‘If Christ himself was as the angel said, 
what is the meaning of the descent of the Holy Spirit on him a second time?’2” 
He does not pursue the matter further, though he has clearly recognised the 
internal disagreement and presumably its implication for the integrity of the 
Gospels. This does not prevent him mentioning other instances, particularly in 
the parts preserved by Ibn al-‘Assal, where he refers to contradictions between 
the original text of a Psalm and Paul’s quotation from it, and to Jesus’s reference 
to David meeting the priest Abiathar whereas the original names him Abim- 
elech.28 But he does not pursue the implied contradictions further or address 
the problem of the integrity of the Bible directly. It could be that he recog- 
nises the difficulty this would raise for his arguments elsewhere in the Radd, 
or maybe that he wishes to see traces of original truth in his former faith, even 
though its contemporary adherents have abandoned it. If it is his task to call 
them back to it, he might wish to see a core of truth preserved. 


The Problem of the Sources of the Radd 


‘Ali gives almost no hints at all about any possible sources he may have used. 
Indeed, a number of features of the Radd suggest that he was largely, if not 
entirely, relying on his own knowledge and experience. Furthermore, in the 
absence of all except a small handful of other anti-Christian works from this 
period, it is extremely difficult to know whether he was drawing on any individ- 
ual author or on any common tradition of arguments. There are a few possible 
indications, though little that is definite. 

The first of these is the use of biblical proofs to counter Christian claims for 
the divinity of Jesus that are found in many parts of the Radd. It is one of ‘Ali’s 
favourite arguments: a quotation or sequence of quotations to show that Jesus 
was identical with other humans and therefore could not be divine. This motif 
from throughout the work recalls a similar argument presented by the Zaydi 
Imam al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim al-Rassi (d. 846) in his Kitab al-radd ‘ala l-Nasara, 


27. See below, pp. 136-137. 
28 See below, pp. 166-167. 
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which dates from before 826.79 At one point in this work (like ‘Ali’s, it has not 
survived in full) he argues that Jesus cannot be divine because the witnesses of 
figures from the Gospels, all of whose words he quotes, attest to his humanity.?° 
Although this work predates ‘Ali’s by about a quarter of a century, there is no 
indication that ‘Ali knew or used it. But what is noteworthy is the use in both 
their refutations of their opponents’ scripture to neutralise their own doctrines. 
It is a reasonably obvious ploy, of course, though its appearance in both works 
may just suggest that it was a widely accepted procedure among Muslims who 
knew the Bible. 

A rather less tenuous instance of possible borrowing of a common motif is 
‘Ali's proof that Jesus was not divine based on a comparison of his miracles with 
those of other prophets. This takes up a substantial part of the Radd,! and it 
stands as the earliest known instance in a long line of such comparisons that 
continued for at least 500 years in Muslim polemical works.?? Significantly, it 
stands almost alone, because hardly any later comparison copies it (the one 
exception is ‘Abd Allah al-Tarjuman),3% as though it was almost unknown in 
later times. 

The whole issue of parallel miracles was evidently common knowledge in 
‘Alr’s time. For one thing, the former Mu tazili Abu ‘Isa al-Warraq alludes briefly 
to it in his Radd ‘ala l-thalath firaq min al-Nasara, arguing that if Christians 
understand the act of uniting between the divine and human natures in Jesus 
in terms of the indwelling God directing human affairs by means of him, and 
hence of manifesting miracles through him, then it must follow that God 
also united with other prophets, because he also manifested miracles through 
them.3* And for another, Abu ‘Uthman al-Jahiz, in the reply he wrote to the 
group of Muslims who appealed to him for help against their Christian har- 
rassers, alludes to the Christian opponents of his correspondents mocking the 
qur’anic miracle of Jesus speaking as a baby in the cradle (Q 19:28-33) by 
expressing regret that it is not attested in any other source, since it is greater 
than Jesus’s other miracles of reviving the dead, walking on the water and so 
on, which other prophets also performed.?° 


29  W.Madelung, ‘Al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim’, in CMR 1, pp. 540-543. 

30 ~=— Al-Qasim, Radd, pp. 24-25. 

31 See below, pp. 142-151. 

32 For discussion on some of these, see D. Thomas, ‘The miracles of Jesus in early Islamic 
polemic’, Journal of Semitic Studies 39 (1994) 221-243. 

33 Epalza, La tuhfa, pp. 339-347. 

34 Abi ‘Isa, Radd, in Thomas, Incarnation, pp. 170-171, and see also pp. 178-179. 

35 ~~ Al-Jahiz, Radd, p. 12. 
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Neither of these authors gives any details about actual miracles performed 
by other prophets in the way that ‘Ali does. The first Muslim who actually cites 
examples of miracles performed by other prophets to parallel those of Jesus is 
the author of the correspondence attributed to the Byzantine Emperor Leo III 
and the Umayyad Caliph ‘Umar II. If their letters are genuine, they must date 
to the early eighth century, though there has been considerable debate about 
their precise dating and authorship. The correspondence has been placed by 
some at the end of the ninth century, therefore some decades after ‘Ali’s Radd,?® 
though an earlier date is now generally favoured, maybe as early as the eighth 
century.?” For questions of comparison with ‘Ali, this is not a matter of urgent 
importance, because, despite the suggestion of J.M. Gaudeul,?® the miracles 
that are adduced in the letter attributed to ‘Umar do not appear to have a 
direct relationship with any given by ‘Ali. “Umar'’ cites the following: Adam 
was created without parents (‘Ali also cites this); Ezekiel revived 35,000 men 
from the dead; Elijah revived the widow’s son (‘Ali also cites this); Moses’s 
staff turned into a serpent and swallowed up the staffs of Pharaoh’s magicians; 
Moses walked with this staff, struck the sea with it and it opened, and struck 
the rock with it and it produced water (‘Ali cites the miracles of striking the 
sea and the rock); Moses provided shade for the Israelites in the wilderness, 
light for them when it was dark, and birds for them to eat.39 While a few of 
these miracles are common to “Umar’ and ‘Ali, most of these are all to be found 
in the Quran, and from “Umar’s’ choice of the qur’anic verb form iltagafat 
(‘it swallowed up’; Q 26:45: talqafu) to describe Moses’s staff swallowing the 
magicians’, against ‘Ali’s synonym ébtala‘at, it would appear that he was using 
the Qur’an directly. The difference in other miracles, added to the fact that 
‘Ali cites further miracles that “Umar’ does not, argues against either direct 
dependence or a common source other than the Qur’an. 

The same applies to other instances of miracles comparisons that date from 
this general period. From the tenth century, the theologians Abu Mansur al- 
Maturidi (d. 944), al-Hasan ibn Ayyub (active mid-tenth century) and Abu Bakr 
al-Baqillani (d. 1013) all include comparisons in their arguments against the 
divinity of Christ that bear sufficient resemblance to one another to suggest 
that they were each independently drawing on the same source,*° which has 
few similarities to ‘Ali. All three appear to attest to a tradition of miracles 


36 —‘J.M. Gaudeul, La correspondence de Umar et Leon (vers goo), Rome, 1985. 
37. T. Greenwood, ‘The Letter of Leo III in Ghewond’, in CMR I, pp. 203-206. 
38 Gaudeul, Correspondence, p. 128 and n. 32. 

39 Gaudeul, Correspondence, pp. iii-iv. 

40 Thomas, Miracles of Jesus’, pp. 227-232. 
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comparisons that shows no awareness of ‘Ali and which he does not know, 
and the necessary inference is that there were more than one set in circulation 
at the time he was writing. It is as though, like other Muslims who were 
possibly also converts from Christianity, he knew about Christian accusations 
that claims about Muhammad's prophethood were not supported by miracles, 
and responded by exposing the concealed fallacy, because Jesus’s own miracles 
were not sufficiently distinctive to prove he was different from other prophets. 
‘Ali was thus part of a tradition, though not reliant on other known members 
of it. 

The one probable source of arguments employed in the Radd is the tradition 
of scriptural interpretation and debate within Christianity itself. Many of the 
contradictions within the Gospels that ‘Ali attacks are likely to have been the 
subjects of keen debate within ‘Ali's own former denomination and others, 
simply because enquiring minds sought answers. This is attested by ‘Ali's single 
reference to an interpretation given by the person he calls by the Syriac title al- 
mefashqan (‘the exegete’), who attempts to harmonise the incident that occurs 
in the middle of Jesus’s ministry, in which the disciples of John the Baptist 
come to ask him who he is (Matthew u:2-19), with the incident at Jesus's 
baptism when the heavenly voice announces in John’s presence that he is the 
Son of God (Matthew 3:16-17). As ‘Ali explains, the exegete, who must be the 
early fifth century biblical interpreter Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 428), a great 
authority within the Nestorian Church in which ‘Ali had been brought up, 
tries to say that John knew who Jesus was all the time and sent his disciples on 
this occasion in order to satisfy their questions. ‘Ali refuses to accept this, and 
retorts that John’s disciples would surely have accepted what he told them and 
would not have needed to hear an explanation directly from Jesus. 

Theodore is known to have written a commentary on Matthew (as well 
as on the other Gospels), and although this has been lost, a surviving frag- 
ment does indeed give the explanation to which ‘Ali alludes here.*? This evi- 
dence shows beyond doubt that at this point ‘Ali was engaging with the teach- 
ings of his ancestral church and using them as material with which to expose 
the contradictions he found so ridiculous. It raises the possibility that he 
did the same at other points in the Radd, and may well have been repeat- 
ing objections and problems that would be well-known to Nestorians and 


41  Gaudeul, Riposte, pp. v—vi, points out that the version of the Nicene Creed given at the 
opening of the Radd is close to the one attributed to this theologian. 

42 See J. Reuss, Matthdus-kommentare aus der greichischen Kirche, Berlin, 1957, p. 115, frag- 
ment 57, commentary on Matthew 11:2-3. 
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other Christians of his day, though they were not so perturbed as to find them 
a reason to abandon their faith. 

This instance also affords a possible insight into the process by which ‘Ali 
had loosened his ties with Christianity. For it is overwhelmingly probable that 
he must have known of this problem of consistency for many years, and had 
not found the explanation offered by the great Christian teacher acceptable. 
It would cause him to wonder about the consistency of the Gospel texts, and 
would sow seeds of doubt in his mind about the basis of Christian belief. If such 
problems were not themselves the fundamental cause of his departure from 
Christianity to Islam, they must have been substantial contributory factors. 

From the little that can be gleaned from the Radd, as explained here, it 
appears ‘Ali was writing it in order to express his own personal objections to 
Christianity, and he made little use of whatever Muslim sources were available. 
He was fully aware of the main framework of Muslim criticisms of Christianity, 
chiefly that Christians did not pay proper respect to their own scriptures in 
constructing their doctrines, and therefore incorporated into their beliefs all 
manner of contradictions to what scripture taught, about both God and Jesus. 
But his approach to proving this is entirely his own, derived, it appears, from 
long reflection on the contents of the Bible and Christian doctrines, and given 
almost as a personal testimony to his disenchantment with the faith. 

‘Ali's attitude towards Christian scripture itself is not entirely clear. On the 
one hand, he appears to find it reliable enough to make copious use of it in 
his demonstrations (though he could simply be employing it against people 
who would accept it, without himself acknowledging it). But on the other 
hand, he is aware of its shortcomings, not least the discrepancies between 
the two apparently contradictory actions of John the Baptist, and the handful 
of ambiguous verses he blames Christians for using to defend the divinity of 
Christ, in defiance of the many more verses that affirm his humanity. He does 
not seem to be concerned about the question of the corruption of the Bible as 
such, although his mind is fully made up about the complete inadequacy of the 
interpretations given to it by Christians. 


The Radd and Later Muslim Polemical Works 


The career of the Radd ‘ala -Nasdra in the centuries after it was written is 
strange. For while it was known to both Christians and Muslims, it was not 
answered by any Christian before al-Safi ibn al-‘Assal in the thirteenth century, 
and it was probably only ever used as a direct source by Muslims who had 
themselves converted from Christianity. 
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The earliest work in which traces of the Radd are detectable is the letter 
written to his brother by a certain al-Hasan ibn Ayyub, following his conversion 
from Christianity to Islam. Virtually nothing is known about this individual, 
though since he is mentioned by Ibn al-Nadim in the Fihrist, which dates to 
about 990, he must have been active before this time. Indications in his letter 
suggest that he knew some of the same sources as the tenth century scholars al- 
Maturidi (d. 944) and al-Baqillani (d. 1013),43 and that he was well acquainted 
with Mu‘tazili thinking.“ Ibn al-Nadim actually lists him among ‘the Mu ‘tazila 
about whom nothing is known; while Ibn Taymiyya many centuries later calls 
him one of the great Christian scholars, though since he makes extensive use of 
al-Hasan’s work in his Al-jawab al-sahth li-man baddala din al-Masth he might 
be expected to attribute such a status to him.‘ It is thanks to Ibn Taymiyya that 
his letter survives, because apart from extensive quotations of it in the Jawab 
there is no other extant text of the work. It is known simply as ALradd ‘ala I- 
Nasara, or Risala ila akhihi ‘Alt ibn Ayyub. 

In the parts that survive, al-Hasan shows clear awareness of ‘Ali al-Tabari's 
Radd, most obviously in his quotation of the form of the Christian Creed given 
by ‘Ali and the arguments related to it.4” Elsewhere, some of his quotations from 
the Gospels are also in the same form as ‘Ali’s. But he is by no means a slavish 
borrower from the earlier convert, and when, for example, he gives his own 
comparison of the miracles of Jesus and other prophets he does not employ 
‘Ali but instead what appears to be a lost source that was also shared by al- 
Maturidi and al-Baqillani.t8 He was evidently selective in his treatment, and in 
his omission of the great majority of ‘Ali’s arguments he may well have been 
intimating that their impact was minimal, possibly on a Muslim audience who 
would neither know about the minutiae of Christian theology nor be interested 
in them, and even on a Christian audience who would not be persuaded by the 
literalism on which many of them relied for their impact. 

It has been argued that another Muslim who made use of ‘Ali’s Radd in 
the tenth century was the Mu'tazili theologian ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025). In his 
Tathbit dalail al-nubuwwa, which he completed in 995, he refers to Christian 
converts to Islam who had examined the passages that Christians claim had 
been used by Christ, and either said they were not aware that Christ had 


43 See Thomas, ‘Miracles’, pp. 230-232. 

44 -F.Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging van het Christendom uit de 10e eeuw, Kampen, 1985, pp. 20-21. 
45  Ibnal-Nadim, Fihrist, ed. M. Rida-Tajaddud, Tehran, 1971, p. 221. 

46 Ibn Taymiyya, Al-jawab al-sahih li-man baddala din al-Masih, Cairo, 1905, vol. 3, p. 2. 

47 Ibn Taymiyya, Jawab, vol. 2, pp. 321-330. 

48 See Thomas, ‘Miracles’, pp. 227-232. 
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used them or thought that the passages could be explained metaphorically. 
S.M. Stern sees here an allusion to ‘Ali’s claim in the Radd that he had found in 
the New Testament twenty thousand verses confirming the humanity of Jesus 
and only a few ambiguous verses pointing to his divinity, although Christians 
preferred the few over the many.*9 Of course, the sentiment is the same, though 
there is not enough in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s remark to prove he was basing what he 
says directly on ‘Ali himself, rather than on general opinions he encountered. 
Stern clearly thought that this was convincing evidence, and stated as much in 
a slightly later article.5° Admittedly, there is an affinity between some details 
in the two works. Among the fragments from the lost second part of the Radd 
preserved by Ibn al-‘Assal (which Stern does not mention) there are references 
to a number of observances followed in the Church of the East, the Fast of 
Nineveh and the Fast of the Virgins, and also a ban on eating pigeon because 
the Holy Spirit appeared as a dove.®! These also appear in the Tathbit, with 
the minor alteration in the latter to a ban on chicken.®? Nevertheless, they are 
relatively minor details, and the absence from the Tathbit of any of the main 
arguments in the Radd, or indeed of any further details, tends to weigh against 
the probability of direct dependence. 

In the Tathbit ‘Abd al-Jabbar also gives two quotations from the Gospel of 
John, 6:38 and 8:40, that are close enough to equivalents given by ‘Ali to cause 
Sepmeijer to see a connection between the Tathbit and the Radd.*? But since 
these quotations in the Tathbit occur together while in the Radd they are widely 
separate, and also they are the only readily identifiable duplicate quotations 
from the Radd in the Tathbit, an alternative explanation, maybe that the verses 
were part of a common stock, seems more likely than direct borrowing. 

Al-Hasan ibn Ayyub’s letter was used about a century after it was written 
by another convert from Christianity to Islam, Nasr ibn Yahya (d. late 12th 
century, probably 1193), a doctor and possibly identical with Yahya ibn Yahya 
ibn Sa‘d from Basra.** His AL-nastha l-imaniyya fi fadihat millat al-Nasraniyya is 


49  S.M. Stern, ‘Quotations from apocryphal Gospels in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’, The Journal of Theo- 
logical Studies, new series 18 (1967) 34-57, pp. 36-37, and below, pp. 122-125. Reynolds 
and Samir, Abd al-Jabbar, critique of Christian origins, p. 40, make no comment about this 
point. 

50 _ S.M. Stern, “Abd al-Jabbar’s account of how Christ’s religion was falsified by the adoption 
of Roman customs’, The Journal of Theological Studies, new series 19 (1968 )128-185, p. 129. 

51 Below, pp. 164-165. 

52  Tathbit, pp. 87, 127. 

53  Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging, p. 24. The two quotations, in Reynolds and Samir, ‘Abd al- 
Jabbar, p. 33, and below pp. 72-73 and 94-95, are virtually identical in wording. 

54 See CMR3, p. 750. 
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modelled on al-Hasan’s letter, so much so that Floris Sepmeijer has claimed the 
earlier convert’s letter can be extensively reconstructed with its help,5> though 
this has been disputed.°* What is significant is that elements of ‘Ali al-Tabari’s 
Radd have been taken into this work via al-Hasan ibn Ayyub and continued to 
be part of the Muslim tradition of polemic, though still only among converts. 

Yet another convert who made use of ‘Ali’s work is the Majorcan who took 
the name ‘Abd Allah al-Tarjuman. Born in Palma in about 1352 as Anselmo 
Turmeda, this Christian became a Franciscan friar in 1379, and then not many 
years later he converted to Islam following a public disputation about the 
identity of the Paraclete, promised by Jesus in John’s Gospel. He went to Tunis 
and remained there for the rest of his life, working as a translator. He died 
between 1424 and 1430. 

‘Abd Allah’s best known work is Tuhfat al-adtb ft l-radd ‘ala ahl al-salib, the 
third part of which is a refutation of Christianity. It is in the long series of 
arguments here that a number of borrowings from ‘Ali’s Radd appear, though 
without reference to their source. The most obvious is the comparison of 
the miracles of Jesus and those of other prophets, which shows very close 
similarities, including a list of the ten plagues inflicted on the Egyptians in 
the Bible, as opposed to the nine ‘signs’ given in the Quran (17:101),>” though 
almost as conspicuous is ‘Ali's translation of the Nicene Creed,°® and also his 
exposure of the discrepancies between the accounts in the Gospels of Matthew 
(27:44), Luke (23:39-43) and John (19:18) of the thieves crucified with Jesus, 
where one Gospel describes them both reviling him, the other describes how 
the first thief rebukes the second for his taunts and receives Jesus’s promise of 
paradise, and the third makes no mention of words passing between them.5? 
This last instance of borrowing, which is from the now lost latter part of the 
Radd, shows that the whole work must have been available to ‘Abd Allah in 
Tunis in the mid-fifteenth century. 

Like al-Hasan ibn Ayyub, ‘Abd Allah al-Tarjuman appears to have been selec- 
tive in his use of ‘Ali’s Radd, and he quite clearly does not follow it closely, again 
suggesting that he did not consider the majority of its arguments convincing 


55 Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging, pp. 1-3. 

56  M.Accad, ‘The Gospels in the Muslim and Christian exegetical discourse from the eighth 
to the fourteenth century’, PhD diss. University of Oxford, 2001, pp. 36-40. 

57. Epalza, La tuhfa, pp. 339-347; below, pp. 145-147. 

58  Epalza, La tuhfa, pp. 369-371; below, pp. 14-115. 

59  Epalza, La tuhfa, pp. 412-415; below, pp. 166-167. Interestingly, ‘Abd Allah does not refer to 
Mark, who according to ‘Ali does not mention the thieves. This is maybe because he knew 
‘Ali was mistaken here, having ignored the reference in Mark 15:32. 
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or telling for the audience he had in mind. It is possible that closer comparison 
between the two works will reveal more extensive borrowings,®° though the 
fact that the more easily detectable borrowings are to be found at quite sep- 
arate points in ‘Abd Allah’s work, and in a different order from their original 
order in ‘Ali's Radd, gives a clear hint that the later convert was employing the 
earlier work without respect for its integrity. 

Apart from these relatively meagre borrowings, it seems that ‘Ali’s Radd ‘ala 
al-Nasara was not widely used by Muslim polemicists; its survival in a single 
copy of a truncated version also attests to this. Maybe the density of its detail 
and the over-technical nature of its arguments simply had no appeal. These 
could have been collected over many years by a man whose objections to his 
family’s faith were gradually coming to outweigh his reasons for continuing to 
believe. They perhaps attest more to a personal journey of loosening ties of alle- 
giance than to the polemical approach that would appeal to a wide audience. 
So they were in large part neglected, and finally more or less forgotten. 


The single manuscript in which the Radd is now preserved was discovered 
in Istanbul in 1934 by Maurice Bouyges,®! who had written scathingly about 
the authenticity of ‘Ali’s Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla. It tails off in the middle of 
folio 45", which shows that it is a copy of an earlier version that was evidently 
incomplete. The text was published in 1959 by I-A. Khalifé and W. Kutsch in 
an edition that is generally regarded as unsatisfactory. As has been explained 
above, some idea of the lost continuation of the text can be gained from the 
reply made by the Copt al-Safi ibn al-‘Assal in the mid-1gth century. 
The following abbreviations are used in the edition below: 


MS Istanbul, Sehid Ali Paga Library, 1628. 

I-A. Khalifé and W. Kutsch, ‘Ar-radd ‘ala-n-Nasara de ‘Ali at-Tabari’, 
Meélanges de l’ Université Saint Joseph 26 (1959) 15-148. 

C_ Al-Safi ibn al-‘Assal, Kitab al-sah@ih fi jawab al-nas@ih, ed. Murqus Jir- 
jis, Cairo, 1926/27 (the incomplete text of the Istanbul manuscript corre- 


ww PS 


sponds with the quotations from the Radd given in this work until near 
the end of chapter g, p. 80). 


60  Gaudeul, Riposte, p. xi, n. 13. 
61  M.Bouyges, ‘Aliy ibn Rabban at-Tabariy’, Der Islam 22 (1935) 120-121. 
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Bes Jcgl| ok Cow cls: these words are added in the margin in A. The words ol Cy) may be an 
attempt by the scribe to represent the form ol ). 2B: ya; Samir, ‘Réponse’, p. 299: on 3This 
word is lacking in A and B, though the sense requires it; cf. Samir, ‘Réponse’, p. 299. 4B: Jls Vl. 
5A and B: leek; cf. C, p.35. ®These two words are added in the margin in A. 7A and B: 
ale: 8The following words are added at the bottom of the folio in A: gl a i cp hae Jls 
due vad, Le. 9Samir, ‘Réponse’, p. 300: lke YI 9. l0This word is added in the margin in A. 
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In the name of God, the compassionate, the 
merciful; there is no success other than from God.! 


The one in need of God, ‘Ali ibn Rabban al-Tabani, who is guided, who looks for 
his forgiveness and pardon, said: Praise be to God, Lord of the worlds, and his 
blessings on all his prophets and their kindly, virtuous families and descendents 
one after the other until the Day of Judgement.? On the Day of Judgement he 
will be all I need. 

To begin: every follower of a religion will inevitably favour his religion, and 
will not want any religion other than it. And there is no way of discerning the 
best from the worst except through testing, and testing can only be through 
reason. If there is no reason, it cannot be known that we have a Maker, and that 
he is a God who is one, unique, self-subsistent, eternal and timeless, and that 
he is victorious and generous.* He who does not use reason is ignorant, and 
he who is ignorant has gone astray, and he who has gone astray has fallen into 
unbelief. For this reason the eternal One has called me to write this book of 
mine as a renunciation of the religion of Christianity, a justification | and advice 
to all Christians, and so that no one among them or among others might say 
that I only abandoned the religion of Christianity, which I followed all my life 
until I reached the age of seventy,® and preferred the hanifite religion of Islam” 
in order to trade the world for a religion,® or joy for delusion. 


1 Q1::88. 

2 Qu:2-3. 

3 This invocation includes the caliph and ruling house as descendants of the Prophet's uncle 
‘Abbas, but it also foreshadows the theme of the refutation, which is to distinguish those who 
preserve true belief about the prophets and their teachings, the Muslims, from those who do 
not. 

4 These are all characteristically qur’anic epithets of God. 

5 This argument betrays the influence of the Mu tazili insistence on the use of reason as a means 
of both ascertaining the truth about religion and defending religion. It also strongly implies 
that Christianity comes under the accusation of unbelief. 

6 For the likelihood of the accuracy of this date, see the discussion in the Introduction above, 
pp. 7-8. 

7 Cf. Q 2:35, 3:67, where Abraham is described as neither a Jew nor a Christian but as a hanif. 

8 There is an echo here of Christian accusations against those who convert to Islam for personal 
gain, and so can be said to sell what is real in life for the religion they now profess. In fact, 
in Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s reply to the letter from Ibn al-Munajjim, the third reason given for 
people converting is an accusation to which ‘Ali could have been responding: ‘he prefers 
high standing over shame, honour over humbleness, power over weakness’ (Samir and Nwyia, 
Correspondence, p. 693); see above p. 17. 
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On the contrary, in what I have written in this book of mine I have only 
wanted to come closer to God, great and mighty, and to give a justification 
and a warning to all Christians. I hope that it will be in the form of advice to 
them, although I have no doubt that they will avert their heads and ears, turning 
away and not accepting. But I will gain the reward of a good and well-paid 
adviser, and those who disapprove of me and condemn me will be committing a 
blameworthy and grave crime. This does not prevent people of compassion and 
affection from pursuing truth and offering a justification.9 A man’s compassion 
and kindliness for his son may drive him to give him bitter, distasteful, | evil- 
smelling medicines to drink, and if a disease affects his body he may even cut 
off one ofhis limbs for fear that the disease might speed through his whole body 
and destroy it.!° And the destruction of the body, which is a passing affliction, 
is merely insignificant, but the destruction of the soul is a permanent loss: 
as Christ (peace be upon him) said to his disciples, ‘Do not fear those who 
kill the bodies but beware those—cheating and deceiving ones—who kill the 
souls’! 

In what I have set out and established in this book of mine, my intention is 
not to refute Christ (peace be upon him) or the people of his truth, but those 
Christian sects that oppose Christ and the Gospels and corrupt the words.!2 No 
Muslim will peruse this book of mine without increasing joy in Islam, and no 
Christian will read it without finding himself between two fearsome positions: 
either to abandon his religion and find fault with its basis, or to find what he 


9 ‘Ali repeats three times in these opening paragraphs his desire to ‘offer a justification’ 
to Christians, by which he evidently means the offer of a reason for converting from 
Christianity, as he himself has done. He betrays a strong hint that Christians have accused 
him of converting out of self-interest, and his assertion that he made a rational choice is 
a counter to this charge. 

10 This is the first of a succession of medical allusions throughout the refutation, a feature 
to be expected in a work written by a medical specialist who may have finished his major 
compendium, Firdaws al-hikma, only a year earlier. 

11 ~— Cf. Matthew 10:28||Luke 12:4—5. Ibn al-‘Assal, Saha’ih, p. 36, cites this loose paraphrase and 
explanation as the first intimation in the Radd of ‘Ali's lack of knowledge of the Gospel 
text. 

12 This distinction between Christ and his true disciples on the one hand and Christian sects 
on the other, which is essentially qur’anic, prepares the way for arguments that require a 
return to original Christianity as it is preserved in the Gospels. In line with this, ‘Ali will 
maintain through most of the following arguments that the Gospels (which he refers to 
here in the plural) are textually intact and that Christian corruption of them consists in 
twisting their meaning. 
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believes faulty and to doubt it for the rest of his life, as the proof of reason and 
correctness of revelation become clear to him," if God almighty wills. 

Firstly, I | shall set out the religion of Islam, then I shall ask the Christians 
seven questions which I have called ‘the censuring silencers’ because they 
silence the person questioned, if he is principled, and they place him at fault, 
and because if Christians agree with me about them they will abandon their 
religion which they follow, and if they disagree with me they will disagree with 
the Torah and Gospel. Then I shall follow these questions with others that will 
strengthen the first seven, and after this I shall refer to seven instances of con- 
tradiction and offences that are in the Gospel and that I have found in their 
Creed. Then I shall set out the sects of the Christians and the argument that 
each sect keeps to in its doctrine, and I shall explain the meaning of ‘father- 
hood, ‘sonship’ and ‘indwelling’ through forms of proofs from which there is no 
way out or escape.'* With the help of God almighty, I shall interpret the words 
which they explain in contradiction to their meanings, and refer to the corrupt- 
ness and falseness implicated in it. And thus, | if God the almighty wills, I will 
establish exactly all the Syriac forms that they use from their books in argument 
so that no one can know them nor any opponent argue against them. 

Islam is belief in the living God, who does not die, the one, the sole, the 
king, the holy, the munificent, the just, the God of Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac 
and Jacob,!6 the God of Moses, Jesus and all the prophets, and the God of the 
whole creation; he has no beginning and no end, no equal and no offspring, 
no ancestors, no companions or relatives; he is the Creator of all things from 
nothing, not according to any limitation or model, but as he willed, by saying 
to them, ‘Be!’ and they were, according to one measure. He is the all-powerful, 
the gracious, the generous, ‘who does no wrong even of an atom’s weight 
whom nothing resembles in the earth or heaven; he is the Conquering who 
is not conquered, the Munificent who is not miserly, the Knowing who is not 


13. Reason and Islamic revelation concur in disclosing truth. 

14 The extant text of the Radd tails off at what appears to be the beginning of this argument 
on fatherhood and sonship. 

15 This hints at a polemical ploy that was favoured by Christians, of referring to authorities 
which they know their Muslim interlocutors cannot check. As would be expected of a 
former Nestorian, ‘Ali shows that he is familiar with the Syriac New Testament throughout 
the refutation. 

16 ~— Cf. Q 41163, where Ishmael precedes Isaac and assumes a prominence he has in Islam but 
not in Christianity. This reference hints at how thoroughly ‘Ali has absorbed the teachings 
of his new faith. 
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ignorant, whom the injustice of the unjust does not escape, from whom what 
is kept hidden | is not hidden, who knows what is put into the earth and what 
comes out of it, what comes down from heaven and what goes up into it, whom 
all obey; and that Muhammad (may God bless him and give him peace) is his 
Prophet and Messenger, and also Moses and Jesus (may God’s blessings be upon 
them both) and the rest of the prophets; we make no distinction between any 
of his messengers; and that the Hour is coming, there is no doubt about it, and 
that God will raise those who are in the tombs, and that the devout will indeed 
be in bliss, and the dissolute will be in hell. This is the Creed and religion of the 
People of Islam.” 


The first of the questions that silence: We ask the Christians about this matter 
of declaring God’s unity which I have explained, and the faith which I have 
described—lIs it true or mistaken? 

If they say, True, then what they stand for is mistaken, because they believe 
in three or even four gods, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and an eternal human 
who is Jesus Christ.!8 The fact of this is in their Creed, the secrets of which I shall 
be uncovering and revealing, | though it states that Jesus Christ was created and 
not Creator, as they say. 

But if they say, ‘You have given a wrong explanation of the divine unity’, they 
disbelieve what Moses, Jesus and all the prophets (peace be upon them) deliv- 
ered, for each of them believed sincerely in God’s oneness. God the almighty 
says to Moses (peace be upon him) in the Torah, and all the Christians testify to 
it, Indeed, Iam God, Ihya asher ihya, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the 
God of Jacob; this is my name for ever, and this is my title through all ages.!9 And 
in the second Book he says, ‘I am the Lord your God, and you shall not worship 
any god other than me, you shall not bow down before any, and you shall not 
liken to me anything that is in heaven or earth or under the water.2° But Jesus 
Christ (God's blessings be upon him) was on earth, so whoever says that he is 
God offends God. He says to Moses (peace be upon him) in his hymn, ‘Iam God, 


17 This creedal amplification of the Shahada combines a succession of allusions to the 
Quran: e.g. 3:47, 4:40. The inclusion of Moses, Jesus and other prophets, emphasising the 
continuity of Islam with earlier revelations, underlines ‘Ali’s strategy of appealing to the 
authentic teachings of these figures against the doctrinal constructions that have distorted 
them. 

18 As will be shown later, this is an over-literal interpretation of the Creed—‘We believe 
in one lord Jesus Christ, the only Son of God’—which few Christians could mistake as 
denoting a fourth Person in the Godhead. 

19 ~—_— Exodus 3714-15. 

20 Exodus 20:2-4. 
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great and mighty, and you should know that I am the only One; I| make die and 
I make live, I make ill and I make well, there is none who can escape from me.2! 
And Matthew begins the first Gospel by saying, ‘The book of the generation of 
Jesus Christ, the son of Abraham’”? This is confirmation that God is eternal and 
not generated, because the generated is temporal and God in not temporal but 
is the Bringer into being of all that comes into being. Matthew, Christ’s disciple, 
says in Chapter 4 of his Gospel, ‘A man said to Christ, “O good one”, but Christ 
replied to him, “Why do you call me good? Is there anyone good except God 
alone?”’?3 In Chapter 16 of his Gospel John says, ‘Christ raised his eyes to heaven 
and entreated God, saying, “Eternal life is that people must know that you are 
God, the one, the true, and that you have sent Jesus Christ.’’** This is the pure, 
clear declaration of God’s oneness, and the acknowledgement that he was sent. 
This is the faith of Christ and all the prophets (peace be upon them)... | is great 
deludedness and insolence towards God the magnificent. 

If one of them says: ‘Although Christ declared God’s oneness and acknowl- 
edged that he was sent, as is in the Gospel, in other places he acknowledged 
that he is the eternal One and the Creator’ he has levelled the most repugnant 
slander against Christ and has linked him with self-contradiction through his 
acknowledgement at one time that God is one and he himself was sent, and 
his claim after this that he is an eternal Creator. Christ had nothing to do with 
this, nor with anyone who links him with what is not connected with reason.5 
For the Gospel states that he said, ‘I have not come to act in accordance with 
my own will but in accordance with the will of him who sent me.2° Matthew, 
the disciple of Christ, says in his Gospel that Satan asked Christ to bow down 
to him, showing him the kingdoms of the world and their treasures and adorn- 
ments. Then he said, ‘Bow down to me, and I will make all this yours. But Christ 
(peace be upon him) said, ‘It is written that you shall not worship any but the 
Lord your God, nor bow down to anything other than him.27 


21 Deuteronomy 32:39, part of the hymn of Moses at the end of the Torah. 

22 Matthew1:1. 

23. Mark 10:17-18||Luke 18:18-19. 

24 = John17:3. 

25 As ‘Ali has made clear at the start of the Radd, true religion is compatible with reason. 
Hence Christ cannot have had any connection with what is not rational. 

26 = John 5:30, 6:38. 

27 Matthew 4:9-10. 
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The second question of the Silencers: We shall ask them what description 
Christ gave of himself—Was it true in part and mistaken in part? 

If they say: It was true in part of it and mistaken in part, they cease to 
believe in him and they declare the reports about him untruthful. And if 
they say that it was true in its entirety, they attest that he was sent and was 
subordinate, and that God is one and alone, as I have already pointed out from 
his words.2® This is opposed to what is in their Creed, which says that he is 
true God from true God. Whoever says about Christ things similar to what he 
says about himself is a believer in him, and whoever says about him what is 
opposed to what he describes himself as being is a deluded opponent. This is 
because Christ said about himself what John related about him at the end of 
his Gospel, ‘Now I am going to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God’.”9 And in Chapter 4 of his Gospel he says that Christ said to his disciples, 
‘Whoever receives you and shelters you has | received me, and whoever receives 
me receives the One who sent me, and whoever receives a prophet with the 
name prophet obtains the recompense of the one who receives a prophet.*° In 
Chapter 5 of his Gospel John the disciple says, ‘I have not come to carry out my 
own will, but the will of the One who sent me, and his will is that I should not 
lose a thing that he has given me.*! This is confirmation that he was given to 
and sent, and that he made no denial. 

The third of the silencers: We will ask them about the eternal Creator—Can 
he be changed from the condition of his eternity and substantiality,3? and can 
illnesses and death affect him or not? 

If they say that he is changed and dies, their belief has died, and the per- 
son who says this is like the person whom God almighty in his Book likens 


28 The identification of Christ as a being who acts in accordance with God’s will is one of the 
fundamental principles on which ‘Ali bases his argument that Christ was human and not 
divine. 

29 = John 20:17. 

30 = Matthew 10:40—-41, with a slight clarification of ‘he who receives a prophet with the name 
prophet receives a prophet’s reward’. 

31 John 6:38-39, with significant changes to the opening words: ‘For I came down from 
heaven not to act ...,, and to ‘and my Father's will is that ...’. 

32 The terms jawhar and jawhariyya, ‘substance’ and ‘substantiality’, are distinctive of Arab 

Christian portrayals of God. As part of the terminology used to describe the Godhead, 
jawhar conveyed the idea of the substance as opposed to the hypostases. Its use in this 
way attracted severe criticisms from Muslims because for them it connoted a concrete 
entity that was part of the make-up of the physical world. It is therefore surprising that 
‘Ali continues to use it without any indication that it is unacceptable. 
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to animals,?? or the person whom Christ likens to dogs or pigs,** or the person 
whom the prophet Isaiah likens to asses or cows, in his words, ‘The ox knows 
who owns it, and the ass the place where its master keeps it, but the People of 
Israel do not know this much.?5 If they say: | ‘The eternal Creator cannot be 
changed and does not die’, they are at variance with their Creed, and in their 
eyes the one who is at variance with it does not believe in it, for it says that Jesus 
Christ is Creator not created, and is true God from true God, of the substance of 
his Father, and that he was killed and crucified and made to suffer. Thus, their 
God was changed and died. I am going to demonstrate the mistakenness of 
this Creed and its self-contradictoriness, and that it does not confirm truth but 
is completely disordered. And if it is correct that it is mistaken then the belief 
is mistaken, and one who holds a mistaken belief is situated over an immense 
danger. 

The fourth of the silencing questions: We shall ask them about this Creed 
over which there is no disagreement among their masses, and without which 
no service of communion is complete for them—lIs it true from its beginning 
to end or is it entirely mistaken, or is part of it true and part mistaken? 

If they say: ‘Part of it is true and part mistaken’, they declare part of the belief 
mistaken and disbelieve it, and in the mistakenness of part of it lies the error of 
the whole of it. And if they say: ‘It is true from its beginning to end’, we will begin 
and say, ‘We believe in one God and Father, | Possessor of all things, Maker of all 
that is seen and unseen.® If this is true, then Christ must be created and sent, 
and he must be among the things that are seen or the things that are unseen. 
Whichever he is, he is created and God is his Creator, because of the statement 
of the Creed: ‘God is Creator of what is seen and unseen’. If someone advances 
an argument and says that at the end of the Creed itself is what witnesses to 
them that Christ also is true God and is the Creator of all things, the reply to 
this is: ‘If the end of the Creed agrees with its beginning then the situation is 
as we have said, and if its end is different from its beginning then the Creed 
is mistaken and self-contradictory. And if the Creed is mistaken, belief in it is 
mistaken and believers in it are astray: 


33. Q.7:179, 25:44. 

34 Matthew 7:6; 15:26. 

35 Isaiah 1:3. 

36 This differs from the opening of the Creed itself: ‘We believe in one God, the Father, the 
Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen’, though there does 
not appear to be any underlying doctrinal or polemical reason. 
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I do not know an error or a lie more atrocious than a community that stands 
before their God raising their voices and saying, ‘We believe that you are the 
one God and are Creator of all we see and do not see’, and then saying ‘Yes, Lord, 
and we believe in another God | who like you is Creator of all things.” Ifa man 
addressed a master or ruler in this manner, it would be folly on his part and 
disdain for his power. So how will it be for someone who addresses words such 
as these to the eternal Creator? May God be elevated above such words as these! 

The fifth of the silencing questions: We will ask them about Christ—Is he 
the eternal Creator as is in their Creed, or is he a chosen man as is in our Creed, 
or is he God and man as groups of them have said?38 

If they say, ‘He is a man created and sent; they agree in their Creed with the 
Muslims. And ifthey say, ‘No, he is God, Creator and eternal’, they differ from the 
Gospels and other books, and they disbelieve in them. For in Chapter 8 in his 
Gospel, Matthew calls the prophecy of Isaiah to witness that Christ (peace be 
upon him) was a servant, when he says from God, great and mighty, ‘This is my 
servant whom I have chosen, and my beloved with whom I am pleased; indeed, 
I will place my spirit upon him and he will call the nations to the truth.°9 This 
is a clear | statement and not mumbling, and Isaiah was a prophet and not 
an accuser, and the support for his prophecy is the Gospel.*° For the servant 
cannot be divine and the Divinity cannot be a servant, as you have named him. 
So, Christians, think about this. 


37. This free interpretation of the Creed understandably elicits from Ibn al-‘Assal a direct 
denial. At this point Ibn al-‘Assal also comments that ‘Ali's practice of calling the Creed 
shart at al-iman rather than the term he himself favours, al-amana al-jami‘a, shows ‘Ali's 
confusion between the statement of faith and the canonical law of the church. His com- 
ment, from the perspective of a later time, points to the relative difficulty of finding ade- 
quate terms for such items in the mid-gth century. 

38 The teaching that Christ was composed of two natures was shared by all three of the 
main Christian communities that ‘Ali and other Muslims would have known at this time. 
His contrasting this teaching with the words of the Creed draws a somewhat artificial 
distinction, given that they would all claim to base their definitions of Christ on what the 
Creed contains. 

39 There is some confusion in the quotation of Matthew 3:17, which in the scriptural version 
has no reference to verses from Isaiah. In all three Synoptic Gospels, the voice from heaven 
at Jesus’ baptism refers to him as Son not servant. ‘Ali conflates the heavenly words about 
Jesus as Son of God at his baptism with Isaiah 42:1, which are applied to him in Matthew 
12:18. 

40 What ‘Ali appears to mean here is that the saying from Isaiah, which is not among the 
books that Muslims would necessarily accept as authoritative, is validated by being quoted 
in the Gospel, which Muslims would accept. 


8r 


8v 


78 THE REFUTATION OF THE CHRISTIANS 


ALL ALU AE de 89 JIE coal Sal Al gid) db jle SU wy 
call Joa S go By Leal 3 5G 06 AT ely gla 1h 
Jian 18 5 pS” Ay gph l gly cla Sd 355 Sle penal SP all 
8 p29 pt 4 OF on “go lda JBy% oy he US uk pasts OF 
Wan Gare 3B EUS OS Lg ss oe es bd pr Es tp 
ale (By cogs ole Faye (6 OV cj Va ppb Valdle (fe ally 
rel ina, ah oy | EI ual G16) Sy olay edb S| Fle 
Ay BRey cee BG HOE (gall Of 3 Gye OF 5k 4b 
S919 GHOE gall Ol pail is Gla J, ylll ey all ee 
Joh SI Sley “ale ae 5 alb all tani O68, oe + Ses all os 
gale ol djl aden Oo SLs Osi] ab Sle yb] a) SENSI 

Ade 


rey 


edd SB ceeell OL aA ge te Gall fail G ley by 
pail lla Gy “hol op ph yp opener call GE Oh 
ns cell ddl gles a “a pels del gl or 
- gly hl NI bi dl Ke V) cgat ly gtd [sl WIS go 
Ray ol Bl Lele SB ai] camel ye ell jail & diy “cdl 
6S 4 Se aS «5 bl oe JV SAM + gal | ysl cal Lab jlo 
voledl Keb ay Jey, Stat uly coped aly Ue ety yy ct 


IThis word is lacking in A and B, though is required by the sense of the sentence; cf. C, pp. 45-46. 
2A and B: Os) |. 3A and B: Lig pie. 44 and B: (ge: Sali appears here to have in mind 


the Syriac of John 14:31: qum(u) nizal meka, ‘So arise, let us go hence’. 


THE REFUTATION OF THE CHRISTIANS 79 


The disciple Mark said in his Gospel that when he was on the cross Christ 
said, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’*! And this was the last 
utterance he made on earth. And Matthew says in Chapter 20 of his Gospel that 
Christ took bread and broke it and gave a piece to the disciples, saying, ‘This is 
my flesh’. And he gave them a cup containing drink, saying, ‘This is my blood’.42 
He who has flesh and blood is a body, and every body has length, breadth 
and depth, and what exists in this manner can be measured and weighed. But 
God, great is his grandeur, cannot be measured or weighed, because everything 
that can be measured is bounded and limited, and everything that is bounded 
decomposes and disintegrates. Luke in Chapter 3 | of his Gospel, describing 
Christ (peace be upon him) when he was a child, says, ‘The child grew in stature 
and wisdom and increased before God and people.’*? In this Chapter he also 
says, ‘The child grew and became stronger through the Holy Spirit and was filled 
with wisdom, and God’s grace was evident upon him.’** It is impossible for the 
eternal Creator to say that he had a God, or to say that he was a child when the 
grace of another eternal God was evident upon him. 

John in Chapter 15 of his Gospel says that Christ told his disciples: ‘My words 
which you hear are the words of the One who sent me.*° In this Chapter he 
says, ‘My Father is greater and mightier than I’46 In his Gospel John says from 
Jesus, ‘As my Father commands me, I do. So arise, let us go hence. I am the 
true vine and my Father is the grower’4” In Chapter 4 he says from Christ that 
he said, ‘I will ask my Father to give you another Paraclete, the shining | light 
that does not vanish from the way. As he is told, so he tells. He witnesses to 
me, and you are witnesses. I speak to you in parables, and he will bring you the 


41 Mark 15:34. 

42 Matthew 26:26-28. 

43 ~~ Luke 2:52. 

44 Luke 2:40 with a minor change. 

45 Johni4:24. 

46 = John 14:28. 

47 John 14:31-151. The phrase fa-qumu namdi ila maka, which causes difficulties for both B 
and C, echoes the Syriac. 
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explanation.® At the end of his Gospel, Luke says that Christ went in to his 
disciples after rising from the dead, when they were gathered in a room whose 
doors they had locked. They were in doubt about him and frightened of him, 
and they thought he was a spirit that had penetrated through their door. Christ 
was aware of their alarm about this and said to them, ‘Greet me, friends, and 
know that spirits do not have flesh and bones like the flesh and bones you are 
encountering’49 Now we know that flesh and bones are made, and that their 
Maker is not a body but the Initiator of bodies. So those who say that Christ 
was subordinate, and that he was a child who grew in height and breadth, and 
that anyone who was like this could not be eternal Creator but created, will be 
agreeing with Christ and his disciples. And those who say the contrary to this 
will be opposed to them all. | It is we who are in agreement with God and Christ, 
and they who are opposed to God and his Christ. 

From these words another serious matter rears up against them, more con- 
temptible and atrocious than the first. This is that if Christ was eternal Creator, 
as is in their Creed, then since Christ affirmed that he was flesh and blood, they 
are compelled to make part of the Lord eternal Creator and part mortal and 
created, so that the flesh and blood would then be two eternal Creators. We 
know that these are produced through food and drink, and this food and drink 
are parts of the world, so the Creator of the entire world would be part of the 
world. This very part would be creator of himself as well, because he would be 
part of the world of whose whole he was Creator. This is the most atrocious 
piece of lying, and as far from rationality as can be. Anyone who accepts this 
and observes it in his religion makes the created Creator and the Creator cre- 
ated, as we have shown above, which is that they have made flesh and blood 
the eternal Creator, and the eternal Creator flesh and blood. Their Creed states 
this in its words, ‘Christ was Creator not created’, 


48  Thisis a compilation of parts of John 14:6, 1:9, 16:13, 15:26—27 and 16:25, with small changes 
that suggest the abiding superiority of Islam: the light that will not disappear, and the 
Bayan, the Qur’an, which will be more direct and clearer than Jesus’ Gospel. 

49 John 20:19—-20, Luke 24:33-40. 
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Something even more atrocious than this is forced upon them. This is that if 
a part of the world was Creator of the whole world, and part of something can 
only be existent after the whole exists and what is not existent or intelligible is 
nothing, then in their view the Creator of the world was non-existent and not 
existent, unknown and unintelligible. And if its Creator was not existent, then 
it was not created. 

I think that those responsible for this Creed intended this very meaning and 
no other. It is like someone saying: ‘One of the parts of a human is creator of the 
whole human’, though we know that the flesh itself did not precede the human, 
and what did not precede the human is nothing. So, it is as though he is saying: 
‘The Creator of the human is nothing’.5° 

The sixth of the silencing questions: We will ask them about Christ—Was he 
in one locality and time or not? 

If they say that he was not in a locality or time, then they are in disagreement 
with the Gospel, because Matthew the disciple says at the beginning of his 
Gospel: ‘Christ was born in | Bethlehem of Judea and he was born in the days 
of Herod the king’>! And Luke says in his Gospel that he was swaddled in the 
manger, and was killed in the time of Pilate the king.5* Someone who was in a 
particular time and place would always have before him time and around him 
place, and what is like this is created. And since it is confirmed that Christ was 
created, their Creed, which says ‘He is true God from true God and is Creator of 
all things’, is proved wrong, because time is one of the things that is created, and 
time was before Jesus Christ who created all things. So how can it be right for 


50 ‘Ali again emphasises the distinction between the clear teachings of Christian scripture 
and the confused and contorted interpretations of later Christians. 

51 Matthewa2zx. 

52 Luke 2:12, 23:24. 
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time to precede the Creator of time, and for place to be around the Initiator of 
place? This is the most atrocious rubbish and slander possible. The generated 
being, who is generated in time and circumscribed by place, is a human, child 
of a human, and a servant, child of a maidservant. In this lies the destruction 
of the Creed, the abolition of the religion | and the obligation to what has been 
communicated, and their arguments and excuses in which they disagree are 
invalidated. 

The seventh of the silencing questions: I have found John the disciple saying 
in Chapter 5 of his Gospel, ‘As the Father has life from his substance, so he has 
given the Son life in his person’®? And John the disciple also says in Chapter 5 
of his Gospel that Christ said, ‘IfI were witness of myself about the truthfulness 
of my claim, it would be pointless. But another witnesses for me. So I witness 
for myself, and my Father who sent me witnesses for me. It is written in the 
Torah which they quote against me that the testimony of two men is true.5* 
On this issue there are two incorrect points: one is that he says that God, great 
and mighty, is also a man; and the other is that he puts forward a testimony 
to himself in place of the testimony of another person. This is an error and 
deceit on the part of anyone who relates it about Christ, because the Torah says, 
‘The testimony of two men to someone | who makes a claim releases him from 
suspicion’ And he invites suspicion about himself by saying, ‘If I witnessed to 
myself then my witness would be invalid’. But such words about himself are not 
appropriate for Christ (peace be upon him).% 


53  Johns5:26. The form of words that appears here subtly expresses the distinctions within the 
triune Godhead, suggesting that maybe ‘Ali preserves a theologically formulated version of 
the verse. The Father is identified as substance, jawhar, and the Son as hypostasis, qunum, 
and Life (Spirit) is conferred from the Father upon the Son. This model of the Trinity, in 
which the Son and Spirit are dependent upon the Father, who is their substantive origin, 
contrasts with the model in which the three Persons are all hypostases of the substance. Of 
course, for ‘Ali the significance of the verse is that it distinguishes Christ from the Father. 

54 John 5:31-32, 5:37, 8:17. 

55 ‘Ali’s objection that according to John’s Gospel Christ made himself a witness to himself 
in contradiction to the Torah, which stipulates the witness of two others, leads him to the 
point of denying the validity of these words, though he does not explicitly say this. 
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In Chapter 20 of his Gospel Matthew relates that Christ (peace be upon him) 
said, ‘O Lord, if it is possible to take this cup from me then take it from me, but 
let be what you will, not what I will’5° By the cup he means death, and this is 
the utmost of entreating and humility. In Chapter 11 of his Gospel Mark says 
that Christ said to his disciples when they asked him about the Hour, which is 
the resurrection, ‘This Day and Hour none knows it, not even the angels who 
are in heaven, nor does the Son know it, but only the Father alone knows it’5” 
This is his acknowledgment that he had partial knowledge and that God was 
more discerning and knowledgeable than he, and was | other than him. 

In Chapter 8 of his Gospel Mark says that Christ said, ‘I have not come to be 
served but to serve.°® We ask the Christians about the one who makes these 
statements: is he the eternal Creator or a created human? If they say, ‘Well, a 
human created and sent’, they agree with us in their Creed and they abandon 
their religion. But ifthey claim that the one making these points which we have 
mentioned and explained is the eternal Creator, they abandon the faith of the 
prophets and the proposition of the wise. These words of theirs lead them to 
make the eternal Creator lacking in knowledge, suspect in word, challenged 
in testimony, needing someone to give him life, to witness for him about the 
rightness of his claim and to flatter him and try to please him, because of the 
words of Christ that he says about himself, as I have related from him earlier 
in this section, and to one of the two being Giver and the other receiver, one 
of them being worshipper and servant and the other being worshipped and 
served, one of them being perfect in knowledge and power | and the other 
being incomplete in attaining it. This is the most atrocious impossibility and 
delusion, the most pernicious fantasy of invention and falsehood, and the most 
horrible utterance of the materialists and Magians.*° For if the Son and this 


56 Matthew 26:39. 

57. Matthew 24:36||Mark 13:32. 

58  Mark10:45. 

59 ‘The term dahriyya (‘materialists’) is not often closely defined by Muslim authors of this 
period, though it is related to a sort of fatalism derived from the assumption that human 
destiny is affected by the course of time and nothing more (cf. Q 45:24). An implication of 
this, that the world is independent of God, in ‘Ali’s mind identifies this group as dualistic 
and therefore similar to Persian Zoroastrians. 
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Spirit are like the Father in his power and creativeness then he is three eternal 
gods, as this Creed says. But who made the Father more worthy of the service 
and obedience of the other two rather than him obeying and serving them, 
if there is no disparity between him and them in anything? And if there is a 
disparity between them, then the Son and Spirit are inferior to God in power 
and eternity. If they say that the one who said these things®° was a created 
human, they oppose their Creed, and repudiate and abandon it. 

You Christians, may God guide you, can you not all see that however we 
spin the circles, they will revolve in restricted and disagreeable ways, and 
lead | either to disagreement with the Gospel or to abandonment of what is 
understood and considered reasonable, or else to disbelief in your Creed?® 

The statement as a whole is particularly pressing upon the Jacobites, who 
say that Christ was God and that Mary was the bearer of God.®? And as for what 
the teaching about indwelling, adherence and uniting® make pressing, well, if 
the eternal Creator came to dwell in Jesus Christ and became his occupant and 
guest so that there was no distinction of any kind between them, then Christ 
must have said things that make the first part of the Book self-contradictory.§* 


60 The statements quoted at the beginning of this seventh question. 

61 This is the core of ‘Ali's contention, that the obvious meaning of the Gospel and what is 
reasonable, both of which agree in essentials, are explicitly or potentially contradicted by 
the Creed. 

62 Inthe Jacobites’ view, as ‘Ali sees it, God himself would be making the statements quoted 
at the beginning of the question in which Christ is shown to be different from and 
subordinate to God. ‘Ali would be particularly sensitive to the teaching that Mary was 
God-bearer (he uses here the term walidat Allah), which was accepted by miaphysites but 
vehemently rejected by diophysites, his form of Christianity as a Nestorian before he had 
converted. 

63. These terms were used in various Christological explanations, emerging from attempts 
to retain some distinction between the divine and human natures in Christ. The term 
musakana describes the Nestorian model of the divine nature indwelling the human, 
though the other terms, /uziim (not known elsewhere, and possibly a scribal error for 
nuzil; see pp. 102, 120, 124, 126, 134 below) and ittihad, could be used by any of the main 
denominations. 

64 Assuming that nothing has been omitted by the copyist at this point, ‘Ali’s argument 
appears to be that if God had united with Christ in a real sense, in some of Christ’s 
utterances God would have been making statements that denied his omnipotence and 
omniscience, and the Gospel (assuming that is what is meant here by Kitab, although it 
is not impossible that ‘Ali means the Christian Bible as a whole) would be shown to be 
inconsistent. The reading in the MS could actually be bima bayyana ft sadr al-kitab rather 
than bima yatanafa sadr al-kitab, though this would make it difficult to derive a coherent 
meaning from the passage. 
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Thus, according to what he said, God’s testimony must have been mistaken, and 
he does not have any knowledge of the Hour or any power over these marks of 
dignity or over miracles, and this is outright unbelief. But if the one who said 
this was not an eternal Creator then, as we have said, he was created and sent, 
and this is a great and considerable gap and clear distinction: they claim that 
there is no separation or distinction between them, though he says: ‘Neither 
does the Son know | the Hour, but only the Father’.6> 

These seven silencing questions are enough for anyone who is sincere in 
himself and is not prone to hesitations and fears. They present order and 
balance to those who oppose Christ and ascribe to him what he has no relation 
with, and separate him from what is not in his Book. I acquit myself before 
God, great and mighty, from the atrociousness of this matter, the vileness that 
accrues from the Creed of the Christians, and the vileness of their doctrine. 

I will also add for you clarification and explanation, through which I hope 
God may will the truth as assurance and conviction, and extend the worthless- 
ness into collapse and obliteration. I will do this in twelve points about which 
there is no difference between us and you, showing courtesy in it, as God, great 
and mighty, says precisely in his Book, ‘Say: O People of the Book, come to a 
word that is common between us and you, that we do not worship anyone 
except God, we do not associate anything with him, and none of us takes any 
of ourselves as Lord in place of God’.66 

The first of the points on which you agree is that God almighty is eternal and 
alone, without partner | or equal in his sovereignty. 

The second point is that God does not forgive associating with him, and he 
is the One beyond need, the all-praiseworthy. 

The third point is that he has no father or mother or mother’s sisters, no 
ancestors or contemporaries. 

The fourth point is that he cannot be measured or weighed, and location 
cannot surround him. 


65 Matthew 24:36||Mark 13:32. 
66 Q 3:64. 
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The fifth point is that he does not endure increase or decrease. 

The sixth point is that he does not eat or drink, does not hunger or eat his 
fill. 

The seventh point is that he cannot be spoken of as something from his 
creation regarding his stature, the number of his limbs or his character. 

The eighth point is that God's true being cannot be described, nor any 
fashioner fashion him. 

The ninth point is that God does not tire or grow weary, ‘and slumber and 
sleep do not affect him’.®” 

The tenth point is that he encompasses everything with knowledge, and 
nothing on earth or in heaven is hidden from him. 

The eleventh point is that he is victorious, mighty, is not humiliated or 
frightened. 

The twelfth point | is that God almighty does not grow old or die.®° 

The present-day nations and the rightly-guided religions agree that only by 
these twelve points can God be known, and he cannot be construed through 
any divergence from them. So, if someone refers to a creator differently from 
these points, the hearer will know that he is mistaken and that any being who 
is characterised differently from what we have referred to is created and not 
Creator, temporal and not timeless.® 

The first witness to God is in the Torah, as we have said: God almighty said 
to Moses (peace be upon him), ‘No one can see me and live’.”° The blessed One 
said to Moses, ‘You shall not liken me to anything that is in heaven or on earth’! 
David said, ‘The Guardian of the People of Israel is not touched by slumber or 
sleep’? And the prophet David (peace be upon him) said about God, great and 


67 Q. 21255. 

68 While there are only one or two direct allusions to the Quran in this list, each point 
obviously expresses a typically quranic conception of God. 

69 ‘Ali's method here, to establish general and apparently neutral criteria by which the 
correct understanding of God can be agreed, recalls the procedure followed by his elder 
contemporary, the Melkite Christian Theodore Abi Qurra; see I. Dick (ed.), Traité de 
existence du Créateur et de la vraie religion, Rome, 1982, pp. 179-198; trans. J. Lamoreaux, 
Theodore Abii Qurrah, Provo, 2005, pp. 168-174. 

70 ~~ ~-Exodus 33:20. 

71 ~~ Exodus 20:4. 

72 ~~ Psalm 121:4, with echoes from Q 2:255. 
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mighty, that he said, ‘I do not eat the flesh of calves or drink the blood of kids’. 
David said, ‘Your kingdom, O Lord, is for ever and ever, and your authority for 
eternity of eternities.”4 David said, | ‘Our Lord is mighty, and to him is sufficient 
and perfect praise, and there is no end to his greatness’.”> In Chapter 1 of his 
Gospel John says, ‘No one has ever seen God at all’.”6 John says in Chapter 9 of 
his Gospel that Jesus said to the People of Israel, ‘You wish to kill me, a man. I 
have told you the truth which I have heard God almighty speak.” John says in 
Chapter 12 of his Gospel, ‘Christ raised his eyes to heaven and entreated God, 
saying, “I thank you for answering my prayer. I acknowledge you in this, and I 
know that you answer my prayer at all times. But I ask you on behalf of all these, 
that they may believe it is you who have sent me”’”8 What entreating, humility 
or submission could be greater than this, when he was saying this about a man 
whom he had raised from the dead?” John says in Chapter 5 of his Gospel that 
Jesus said to the Jews, ‘How can you believe? You look for | praise one from 
another, but praise from God, who is to be adored, you do not seek_®° Paul says 
in his Letter to Timothy, ‘God’s is the kingdom of the worlds and ages, for he 
is not abased and cannot be seen; he is God alone, and to him be honour and 
glory for ever and ever’*! John says in Chapter 9 of his Gospel that Christ said 
to the Jews, ‘“You perform the actions of your father.’ They said, “We do not 
come from adultery and we only have one Father, who is God.” So Christ said, 
“If God were your Father, you would love me, because I have issued and come 
from God. It is not of my own accord that I have come, but it is he who has sent 
me.’ The Jews said, “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and 
that Satan is in you?” He said to them, “I am not mad, but I honour my Father. 
I do not desire praise for myself but praise for my Father. I know him, and if I 
said I did not know him I would be lying, like you. But I know him, and I keep 


73 ~=~Psalm 50:13, 

74 ~~ Psalm 145:13. 

75 ~~ Psalm 145:3. 

76 = John 1:8. 

77. John 8:40. 

78 = John 11:41-42. 

79 Jesus makes this prayer just before raising Lazarus from the dead. ‘Ali’s point is that even 
when performing such a feat as this Jesus still acknowledges that God is greater than him. 

80 John 5:44. 

81 = 1Timothy 1:7. 
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to his command.”’®? In his Letter | to Timothy he®? says, ‘He is God alone, the 
powerful One, and he is the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone does 
not suffer corruption or pass away. He it is who dwells in dazzling light, whom 
none can come near, whom no human has seen or can see; to him is honour 
and power for ever and ever. Amen_®*+ 

Nestorius, head of the Nestorians, says in a hymn of praise that for them 
replaces the Creed, ‘O Lord, indeed we bow down and praise and exalt you; O 
you who are everlasting substance, concealed and unattainable; O King of kings 
and Lord of lords, who dwell in dazzling light, whom none at all has seen or can 
see. He alone is holy, he alone has might and power, who alone does not die.®> 
This is the faith of Moses, Jesus and the other prophets (may God’s blessings 
be upon them all). Whoever differs from them is in error and departs from the 
truth, and departs from the sovereignty of God and all that the prophets | have 
said, and stands opposed to the attributes of God we have given. What is in the 
twelve points mentioned earlier, and all that the four Gospels say and what the 
disciples spoke about witness to the truth of this. 

Christ declared of himself that he had flesh and bones, so if he was eter- 
nal Creator, as the Christians say, then the eternal Creator was measured and 
weighed. A being like this is susceptible to being divided and cut up, and what 
can be divided and separated is physical, so that fire can burn it and water sub- 
merge it. And the evidence about Christ is that he was not invulnerable to being 
cut up, divided and split up, and the Gospel in its teaching that Christ’s foreskin 
was cut, his hands were fastened with nails, and his side was pierced.*¢ A being 
such as this would have peers and equals, and one who has peers and equals 
is not true God or the Creator of things. | God, great and mighty, is too exalted 


82 John 8:41-50. 

83. The referent is John, but ‘Ali obviously means Paul, whom he names in relation to the 
previous quotation. 

84  1Timothy 6:15-16. 

85 It is not unlikely that ‘Ali had memorised this prayer, in which can be seen elements of the 
quotation from 1Timothy given above. 

86 —_ Luke 2:21, John 20:27, John 19:34. 


16v 


17r 


17V 


18r 


18v 


98 THE REFUTATION OF THE CHRISTIANS 


cts BIE Se Sil BE oad cena op opettiony EE pe hl (ST 
ce hb gl by si) le ie Grip ore bol Gl: 
ig shall OMe] de, 3 cle GRE al Fy Lay 93 Lo BN ail ole 

ol Be al dye gl 


Yb Cady oylabl by ont ua oe ot JVI hey gi By 
cei lease eo ch 5 UTILS ell et OE Sy tees 
45 8 S53 SEG Gs ey nb yab as Wille 
OE lay ca” A] rely olandlld zany ud Ley alle fo dian, dy dada 
Fie 5h WS O8 bey cat LD] cet ade per 9 aes Fd 
(Ob Ad 3 Lilt) Gye bey DE ls | Goes ge oils 
1 gai Yilb wl le YI det cst | Os) Be Steele W4 yo oh! 
Che SV1y SLL pol bly 108 "Ge ye GE sly > All cena eget OY 

LEM y Oslall lysdoly DLL ode 


SE ye de AN a ail gm el O] Oglgd culll Ae glad! eal, Ld 
cell cy DE Do! Ge GS J a oY, JL, ELL 
2 jab} Jill, ont Le pails al Sg ybaally clare, WAILEY Gs 
aes Slug calil Ss pS Sally My GB pully Ave 3 Ogbll, 
|? 58.635 PoE bagy’ Aisi Yay Ml Gil gs Aad Cees 
& yo \da Gs dal te SLL yp le UsTel as « Ill oS, 

DUG YN ng 2) fea y cell ony lenge alloy 


s 
1A and B: es ge. This word is lacking in A and B, though is required by the sense of the 


sentence. 3A and B:o! wn. 


THE REFUTATION OF THE CHRISTIANS 99 


to be characterised by these attributes, while the being who is characterised 
in the way that you do with Christ is not eternal Creator but created, and is 
not the Provider and Giver but a being who is given to and provided for. This 
differs from the specifications about God’s attributes that we have already set 
out above. And if it is clear that he was created, the Creed of the Christians that 
says he is eternal Creator is proved wrong. 

The First Gospel states that Christ cut his hair, pared his nails, and grew 
in height and size.8’ If Jesus Christ was eternal Creator and these parts were 
separated from him, divided off from his body, cut away from his whole and 
they returned to decay and dust, then part of the eternal Creator would have 
grown rotten and part would have remained in its condition. And what rots in 
part has rottenness affect its whole, and what has whole and parts is a body, 
limited and needing something to bear it, and what is like this is needy and 
not independent, created | and not Creator. This contravenes the provisions 
about Divinity, for if the being who is characterised by these attributes is eternal 
Creator the Creed is proved wrong, because it says: ‘Jesus Christ is true God, and 
is Creator not created’. So, you who have minds and intellects, consider these 
points and beware of indifference and delusion. 

This presses upon the Jacobites, who say that Christ is God.8* The proof 
against those who speak of indwelling, inherence and uniting®® is that there 
cannot be any distinction between the eternal Creator and Christ because the 
two united together and became one flesh, and the being whose foreskin was 
circumcised, whose hair was cut, whose nails were pared, who was pierced in 
his side and had nails driven into his hands, whose teeth were broken, whose 
blood flowed and whose soul left him was the eternal Creator, because, as you 
claim, there was no difference or separation between them. But if | the one who 
experienced this was not eternal Creator, then he was human, a servant, the son 
of a maidservant. In this is a distinction between God, may he be blessed, and 
Christ, and the cancellation of the Creed. 


87 Ibnal-‘Assal, p. 54, surmises that this may be ‘the Gospel of the infancy’ (Injil al-subuwwa). 
The nearest reference in the canonical Gospels is Luke 2:52. 

88 The Jacobites were generally thought to hold that Christ’s two natures were entirely one, 
so that the divine nature itself would have undergone the creaturely experiences which 
‘Ali details. 

89 These are presumably the Nestorians and Melkites, who employ these terms to explain 
how Christ’s two natures remained distinct. 
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The Gospel says that Christ ate and drank, got up, went to sleep, was hungry, 
walked, tried to escape death, kept vigil and in this way broke out in perspira- 
tion like dense blood.®° If the being who was characterised by these attributes 
and symptoms was the eternal Creator, then the eternal Creator ate, drank, 
defecated, urinated, was seized by fear, was overcome by apprehension, per- 
spired from his forehead. A being such as this differs from these established 
criteria, and is not eternal Creator but created. 

The proof also applies to those who talk of indwelling and uniting, because 
if there is no difference of any | kind between the eternal Creator and Jesus 
Christ, then the eternal Creator must have eaten as Jesus Christ ate, been 
hungry through his hunger, cried through his crying, escaped as he escaped, 
and was killed through his being killed. This is the most atrocious lying and 
self-deception possible, and the most serious debasing of the greatness of One 
who is mighty and noble. 

If someone denies that these conditions we have mentioned affected Christ, 
we can show this through the Gospel, because Matthew says in Chapter 2 of his 
Gospel that Christ fasted forty days and nights, and afterwards was hungry.?! 
And Matthew says at the end of Chapter 10 of his Gospel that he left that place 
and went to his own town.®? And Luke says at the end of his Gospel in Chapter 21 
that when the situation pressed upon him and he was hemmed in by doubt, 
Christ was praying wearily and sweating drops as though of blood. Mark says 
in Chapter 3 of his Gospel that Christ was sleeping on a pillow in the boat 
when the disciples went up | to him and roused him.9* What evidence and 
explanation can be more impressive than this? And the items that have been 
mentioned earlier, they are many.9° 


go _ Luke 22:44. The term ghabit, which is not Arabic, appears to be derived from the Syriac 
‘abita, meaning ‘dense’, ‘thick’. 

91 Matthew 4:2. 

92 = Matthew 13:53-54. 

93 ~— Luke 22:44. 

94 = Mark 4:38-39. 

95 ‘Ali means the many verses referring to Christ's humanity he has quoted earlier in the 
refutation. 
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Some among the Christians say that when God willed his descent and return 
to heaven he was truly honouring the human race.®® But the ascension of one 
man to heaven could not be an honour to all the people of the earth, because 
the coming down of the Creator of the world and his descent to do battle 
with Satan, and the latter’s power over his very being until he was killed, was 
shame and dishonour for the inhabitants of heaven and earth.9’ Matthew says 
in Chapter 2 of his Gospel that the Holy Spirit led Jesus Christ away for Satan to 
tempt him, and that he was disputing with Satan in the desert, fasting for forty 
days and nights, and the one tempting him came to him and said to him, ‘If you 
are the Son of God then tell this rock to become bread. But Christ answered | 
him, ‘It is written, the life of man is not by bread but by every word that comes 
out of the mouth of the Lord’, by which he meant God. Then Satan led him to 
Jerusalem and set him on the perimeter and angle of the Temple. And he said 
to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, then throw yourself down from here. For it 
is written, “The angels will protect you lest you strike your foot on the stone”, 
Christ said to him, ‘It is also written, “You must not put the Lord your God to the 
test”’ Then Satan led him to a high and lofty mountain and showed him all the 
kingdoms of the earth and their riches. And he said, ‘If you fall down bowing on 
your face to me, I will give all this to you. But Christ said to him, ‘Begone, Satan, 
for it is written, “Bow down to the Lord your God, and do not worship anything 
other than him”’ When Satan heard this he left him, and angels attended to 
serve him.9° 

If the one who underwent this was the eternal Creator, then the eternal 
Creator disputed with Satan and followed him, and went with him so that Satan 
could tempt him. But if the one who underwent this was not eternal Creator, 
then what is in the Creed that says | Christ was eternal Creator and true God is 
proved wrong. 


96‘ This would be traditional Christian teaching, exemplified in Hebrews 2:9-15. 

97 This mythological explanation of the Incarnation is made much of by ‘Ali’s elder contem- 
porary al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim, Radd ‘ala l-Nasara, pp. 317.8-318.5. 

98 Matthew 4:1-u. 
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As for the Melkites and Nestorians, who are the Jaramigqa,°? concerning this 
argument, it is similar to what is against these,!°° because they effectively claim 
that there is no distinction of any kind between Christ and God. Thus, the 
eternal Creator disputed and went with Satan, and Satan called him to worship 
him and bow down before him. And if the one who disputed with him and 
was taken away with him was not the eternal Creator, then he was a servant, 
son of a maidservant, and this is a clear distinction between the two of them. 
So how can they claim that there is no interval between the two of them and 
no separation? Whoever thinks about this point alone and applies his thinking 
and reflection, and this truth is not restricted and made clear in his mind, he 
has no desire for God. 

They have said that the reason for his descent was expressly to free people 
from the bonds of sin, and then they claim that he himself became a prisoner. 
He came to help people, but he had to call for help from God against Satan; he 
came to save people | from Satan, but the bonds bound him because after this 
Satan attacked him, stole up on him, carried him off, treated him violently, and 
then killed him. 

Indeed, the heavens almost fall to earth at the odiousness of these words, 
and spirits are dismayed at their hideousness. It is the most amazing thing 
that the eternal Creator should be forced to send down his eternal Son from 
heaven, and then hand him over to Satan through his holy and victorious Spirit 
so that Satan could tempt him and humiliate him. Who is it that forced him to 
do this? What was the achievement for him or for his creation in it? I reckon 
that since the world came into being no one has mocked God, blessed and 
almighty, or praised Satan more than this that the Christians say. This is that 
the central point of their Creed and the prayers which they recite every day 
are effectively that God, his Son and his Spirit moved against Satan, and with 
them the angels, the heavenly beings, and all the most excellent people of the 
earth. | They rose up to fight against Satan and restrain him, and to abolish sin 


99 This is a favourite term for Nestorians with al-Tabani, who also uses it in the Din wa- 
dawla (see below, pp. 332-333, 336-337). It was used to designate an inhabitant of upper 
Mesopotamia, where Nestorians would be numerous. 

100 The Jacobites. 
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and remove death from the whole of humanity. But they did not succeed in 
what they planned, and rather strengthened Satan in revolt and daring against 
God and in confidence from being captured, because when Satan was safe from 
his enemies and continued in his position, the air seemed sweet to him, worry 
cleared away from him, and fear left him, and because sadness took hold of 
the Son of God, as they say, so that he became a prisoner for them and was 
killed. 

The being described by all of this is contrary to the conditions we have set 
out concerning the attributes of God, great and mighty, and in accordance 
with his guidance. For in the Gospel is that Christ was wrapped in cloths 
and placed in the manger,!"! he attended the wedding feast and, according to 
what John says in his Gospel, he was concerned about the provisions,!°” he 
washed his disciples’ feet,!? he rode on an ass,!°4 he was hung on a cross, he 
had so many ancestors and relatives they could not be counted, described or 
portrayed,!°> locations encompassed him, he came and went, | he slept, and 
he was weary. So if Jesus Christ was the eternal Creator or became one with 
the eternal Creator with no separation between them of any kind, then cloths 
were wrapped around the Creator of all and cloaks and garments enveloped 
his body; for him whose throne is as wide as the heavens and earth,!°° cloaks 
and a manger were wide enough; he who created the living soul and broke 
open the seed attended wedding feasts and drank with the Jews; he was called 
carpenter and was related to a name and to Joseph the carpenter, as the Gospel 
says.!0” He who created the spheres, rivers and seas was carried on an ass and 
suspended from a pole;!©8 he who has no beginning or end, no equal or similar, 
had a hundred thousand similar beings in his character and form and the 
number of his years and days; he who brought spirits and bodies into being 
and created Dominions and Powers was killed by a gaggle of fanatical and 
enthralled Jews. Whenever this took place, it is contrary | to the conditions of 
God almighty. 


101 Luke 2:7. 

102 John 2:-u. 

103 John 13:3-5. 

104 Matthew 21:7 and parallels. 

105 Matthew 1:1-16; Luke 3:23-38. 

106) Q 2:255. 

107. Matthew13:55. 

108 The context appears to require the translation given, though the force of the verb nabata 
here is unclear. 
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The argument against those who claim that they do not make any distinc- 
tion between the Father, the Son and Christ!°9 is that you claim that Christ 
had a mother, uncles and relatives, that he rode on the ass, ate, drank, defe- 
cated and urinated: are you saying that God has a mother, uncles and a father, 
like Abraham and David? If they say such things about God, they do not 
deserve an answer or rebuke. And if they do not ascribe to God almighty these 
attributes, which are Christ’s, they make a very definite distinction between 
God and Christ. And if they do not make any distinction between God almighty 
and Christ, they will be saying, ‘This is the book of the descent of the eter- 
nal God, son of David and Abraham’"° and not saying, ‘The book of Jesus 
Christ’. 

The Jacobites and those who are like them say that all their Gospel states 
about Christ eating, drinking,” defecating, urinating and running away were 
pretences and fantasies. Anyone who says this necessarily makes his Gospel a 
lie and falsehood, and the disciples who brought it | liars and cheats. For, anyone 
who says, ‘He ate, drank, beseeched God and cried’? without this being true 
and sincere will be a liar and deceiver in the eyes of all people. And if Christ 
was God and Creator, and then said about himself that he was a servant, was 
created and had a God, he would have lied about himself and misrepresented 
his being to people, leading them into unbelief. 

People said about him that he fasted and prayed and performed these 
actions in order to teach people this."% But the Jews before him had never 
ceased from fasting and praying, eating and drinking, or their prophets com- 
manding goodness and devoutness to them. So what was their need for him 
to teach this himself, and what was their need for him to become like them in 
order to teach them about defecating, urinating, sleeping and getting caught 
up with Satan and disputing with him? 


109 These must be the miaphysite Jacobites, who were portrayed by Muslim polemicists as 
saying that Christ’s divine and human natures became one at the Incarnation, and could 
therefore be represented as saying this. 

110 Cf. Matthew1.1. 

111 Cf. Q.5:75. 

112 This allusion to Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane later became a favourite example in Muslim 
polemic because of its clear reference to Jesus’ subordination to God in his begging to 
be spared from death; see e.g. al-Maturidi, K. al-tawhid, in Thomas, Christian Doctrines, 
Pp. 100-103. 

113 See al-Maturidi, K. al-tawhid, in Thomas, Christian Doctrines, pp. 102-103. 
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These are compelling questions and obvious points. I have removed what 
is hidden from them so that anyone who makes an examination himself and 
attempts to do so positively, and is not blinded or making confusion, will not 
reject them. They all contribute towards disproving | the Creed or disproving 
the Gospel, or establishing a distinction between Christ and God. And this 
abolishes the exegesis of all these sects. 

I have no idea what drew the Christians to invert and reverse matters of this 
world and the world to come, and I have no idea from which of the prophets and 
sages they sought justification for it, nor who has believed it since the world has 
existed. For who has said that the Creator was of flesh and blood and that the 
eternal Creator became flesh and blood, that the eternal One who has no end 
became visible, limited and measured, that the One who does not die became 
mortal, and that the one who was crucified and died, according to what they 
say, became God, having no first or last? 

In this teaching the Christians have overturned everything, making its low- 
ermost its topmost. This is the teaching of one who has been smitten and struck 
by insanity, or who is blind and drunk. When they claim that Christ was son of 
David and son of Abraham,"* but was | before David and before Abraham"5 
and that he created them both, they make the son who is offspring grandfather 
to grandfathers and creator of his ancestors. This is an enormity and atrocious 
mishap about which no person who was right-minded or endowed with clear 
reason could remain calm. For they make a man who acknowledged that he was 
human and a man, recipient and sent, and whose disciples acknowledged sim- 
ilar, saying that God raised him from the dead, they actually make him eternal 
Creator. 

It is impossible that he who has always been and always will be should allow 
it to be said of him that he became flesh and blood, that Satan should make 
him agitated, that calamities should force him to come down from heaven and 
initiate rescue, and then that he should be put to flight, defeated and stricken, 
and return to the place from which he started. If in this teaching the Christians 


114 Matthew11 
115 John 8:56-58. 
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have been given a secret in accordance with Christ, Christ cleared himself 
before God that his intention was to disparage or defame God or to impugn | 
his greatness and might by it being said that he was from the substance of 
the eternal God, or that he was Creator of the world with everything in it.6 
How could Christ say this when he was aware, and his disciples confirmed it 
in their Gospels, that it was God who sent him to the world and raised him 
from the dead, and it was he who honoured, glorified and chose him, as we 
have demonstrated and stated above, and as is in the Torah, Gospel and all the 
books?” How could they think of the goodness of God and of the defeat of the 
one who was related to his Word and Spirit,"8 that he was in evident fantasy so 
that he should say about himself things that were contrary to revelation, when 
he is the one who says in the Gospel that Matthew the disciple cites, ‘To enter 
into the Kingdom of Heaven is not mine, sir, but the one who carries out my 
Father’s good pleasure’!!9 and also the one who says, ‘I am going to my Father 
and your Father, to my God and your God’?° and he says, ‘God has sent me and 
has given to me’?! and many similar things which the Gospels state, as I have 
mentioned above. 

If the Christians say, ‘Even though this teaching and confession may be 
disagreeable and shocking, it is his religion which he imparted and we have 
copied from our ancestors; our Lord is merciful and generous, the response is 
then for his servants to pray, keep watch, fast, make charitable giving, keep away 
from wrongs and aggression, and not let any kind of resentment be harboured 
against them’; anyone who says such things may equally follow Christianity, 
Judaism, Magianism or anything else, as long as the authorisation is not from 
knowledge of God and belief in him but ability to act well. The materialists 
say as much, and the majority of Magians and others. And if the Christians are 
sincere with themselves, they will know that the situation is not like this, and 
that anyone who claims that his creator is a stone, a tree, an animal or a human, 
and devotes himself to worshipping this thing, his fasting, charitable giving, and 
worship of it will be of no avail.!22 


116) =Q 5716-117. 

117 The other New Testament books. 

118 There may be a faint allusion here to Q 4:171. 

119 Matthew 7:21. 

120 John 20:17. 

121 John16:5. 

122 In ‘Ali’s eyes the Christians’ pious protestation that they are only following the teachings 
they have been given signifies little, even though it is supported by praiseworthy conduct. 
They are no different from other misguided believers, because they fail to employ rational 
discrimination in determining correct belief. 
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I have noticed in the Creed of the Christians | contradictoriness and cancel- 


lation which I will demonstrate to them. I will remove the covering from their 


Creed, without which no eucharist or act of worship is complete for them,!?% 


and I will refer to what is opposed to the Gospel and other books in it. If this is 


exposed, the faith will thereby be impaired, and all the people who propagate 


it will be made plainly visible to those of them with discrimination, and also 


their lack of restraint and lack of courage against trivialities and falsehood. 
The beginning and content of the Creed is:!24 


123 


124 


125 


We believe in one God, the Father, Possessor of all things, Maker of all that 
is seen and unseen. 

And in the one Lord Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, first-born of 
all creatures, of the ages of his Father before all worlds, not made, true 
God!*5 from the substance of his Father, through whom all the worlds 
were brought into being, and who created all things; who for the sake of 
all us humans and for the sake of our salvation came down from heaven 
and became incarnate from the Holy Spirit and became human; he was 
borne and given birth to by the Virgin Mary; he was afflicted, suffered and 
was crucified | in the time of Pilate; he was buried and rose on the third 
day, as is written; he went up to heaven and is seated at the right hand of 
his Father; he will come again to judge between the dead and the living. 

We believe in the one Spirit of holiness, the Spirit of life who proceeds 
from his Father, a life-giving Spirit; in one baptism for the forgiveness of 
sins; in one Catholic Church; in the resurrection of our bodies, and in 
everlasting life without end. 


The contradiction between the Creed as the main summary of Christian faith and the 


scripture on which it is nominally founded is made all the more serious by the prominence 
of the Creed in Christian doctrine and public worship. 

Gaudeul, Riposte, pp. v—vi, shows that this version of the Creed closely reflects that of 
Theodore of Mopsuestia, whom Nestorian Christians looked on as a prime exponent of 
their doctrines. It would be natural for ‘Ali, as a former Nestorian, to quote it. 

As Gaudeul Riposte, p. vi, points out, the words ‘true God from true God’ are missing from 
this version of the Creed, though since they are repeatedly quoted elsewhere in the Radd, 
including the paragraph immediately following, this must be a copyist’s error. 
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All the Christians, Melkites, Jacobites and Nestorians, are united in belief of 
this Creed and sacrifice their very selves for it. Only a very small number of 
the Christians are distanced from it. Thus, if its pointlessness and the deceit of 
those who composed it are made clear, then all the Christians to whom this is 
made clear will be compelled to reflect on this with the utmost candour and 
sincerity, and with dedication to God, great and mighty, | and to Christ, and 
they will have to abandon obstinacy and unquestioning imitation. 

The beginning of the Creed is, ‘We believe in one God, the Father, Possessor 
of all things, Maker of what is seen and unseen’. And then, with this they 
stop referring to God and begin with a new reference, saying, ‘We believe 
in one Lord, Jesus Christ, true God from true God, of the substance of his 
Father’. But this is a contradiction of the first part of what they say, and no 
one with any justness or understanding will think this fanciful. For they say, 
‘We believe in one God’, and then immediately after this and in the same 
way they say, ‘We believe that Jesus Christ is the Creator of all things by his 
hand’ In this they affirm another Creator different from the first Creator. This 
is also another contradiction, which no one with any fairness or understanding 
will think fanciful, because the meaning of contradiction is that one part of 
something written or spoken disagrees with another part and denies it, and that 
its beginning tells something contrary to its end. For every written or spoken 
thing that denies itself, there is no need for the one who denies it to refer to 
anything beside it. 

The third point is that they say at the beginning of the Creed, | ‘We believe in 
a God who is Creator of what is seen and unseen’, and then they say immediately 
after this that Jesus Christ is Creator of all things and is not made. In the 
first statement they make him made, and include him among things that are 
created when they say that God is Creator of all that is seen and unseen. This is 
ignorance and self-contradiction, and no one with justness or understanding 
will think this fanciful. 
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The fourth point is that they say in it that Jesus Christ is true God from true 
God, of the substance of his Father, although Jesus Christ attested that he was 
flesh, blood and bones. So if he was true God from the substance of his Father, 
then God almighty must have been flesh, blood and bone—may God be highly 
and greatly exalted above this; and in it is self-contradiction and cancelling of 
the Creed. For if someone were to point to darkness and say, ‘It is from the 
substance of the sun’, we would call him a liar; and if he were to point to a 
blazing fire and say, ‘It is from the substance of ice’, we would call him a liar. 
In the same way, we call a liar anyone who says, ‘A body that is implanted and 
can be weighed is of the kind that is not implanted, cannot be weighed and is 
not finite’, we would think what he said was despicable, and we would | feel free 
to disown his opinion and to censure anyone who held its like. 

The fifth point is that they say in the Creed that Jesus Christ was the first- 
born of creatures and was not made, as though they said he was created and 
not created, because the first-born of creatures can only be from creatures just 
as the first-born of a human can only be from a human, or the first yield of fruit 
can only be fruit. For the meaning of ‘first-born’ is the first, so the first-born 
of something will be from the thing of which it is the first-born. Just as it is 
impossible for anyone to say, ‘The first-born of a human is one of the angels’, or 
‘The first yield of fruit is of stone or iron’, so it is impossible for the first-born 
of things that are made to be anything but made, and the first-born of things 
that are created not to be created. This is clear self-contradiction that cannot 
be hidden from anyone who seeks the truth and fears the Lord. 

The sixth point is, ‘Jesus Christ is eternal Creator, begotten from his Father 
before the worlds and not made’. The Father, then, must have begotten some- 
thing that was in existence or | was not in existence. If the Son existed 
eternally, the Father could not have begotten anything, and talk of the Son 
and of begetting must cease, for it speaks of every lie and falsehood. In this 
the Creed is disproved. And if the Father begot something that came into 
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being, the Son can only have been temporal, as we have said. And in this too 
is the negating of the Creed and disproof of it, because it says that Christ was 
begotten and was eternal Creator. 

The seventh point is that the Creed says that Christ was true God, of the 
substance of his Father, and then it mentions that he came down and became 
flesh!?6 of the Holy Spirit. The meaning of the words, ‘Jesus Christ came down 
and became flesh of the Holy Spirit’ is that Jesus Christ, who was finite flesh, 
came down and became flesh. But only a being who is not flesh can become 
flesh, so for whoever affirms that he was flesh, what is the meaning of his 
becoming flesh?!2” 

I have noticed that the meaning of ‘Christianity’ has baffled many minds 
and bewildered people. Whoever considers | that this name contains proof that 
Christ was the anointed one, and that his Anointer was the eternal, holy God, 
whom nothing can touch, with whom nothing can have contact,!8 and nothing 
resembles; as Luke says in the Stories of the Apostles, in Chapter 14 of it, ‘God 
almighty is the Creator of the world and everything that is in it, and he is the 
Lord of the heavens and the earth; he does not dwell in any temple which hands 
have built; the hands of men cannot grasp him; and he has no need of anything 
at all, because it is he who gave humans life and soul, so that our existence is 
through him and our life is through him."”9 It is clear from Luke and what the 
prophets have said that everyone who dwells in a place or is contained within 
it, or who anoints or is anointed, is a body that is limited and surrounded, but 
God, almighty is the mention of him, is not limited. And the meaning of ‘Christ’, 
as we have shown,!”° js ‘one who is anointed’. There are many similar instances 
in Syriac and Hebrew, because according to them, the meaning of most verbal 
forms is passive, | such as their expression ‘one in prison, which is ‘imprisoned, 


126 The verb employed here is tajassama, whereas in the Creed above it is tajassada. Assuming 
there is no copyist’s error here or there, this form suggests more the involvement of 
physical being in the Incarnation while the earlier suggests more the involvement of 
bodily humanity. 

127 ‘Ali’s point here arises from the reference in the Creed to the Son of God being Jesus Christ: 
‘(We believe ] in the one Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of God, first-born ofall creatures, of the 
ages of his Father before all worlds, not made, true God from the substance of his Father’. 
For both Christians and Muslims, the person of Christ would be the human individual, 
and so the Creed might be said to refer confusingly to this individual becoming human. 

128 The use of the third form, mdsahahu (Lane, Lexicon, p. 2713: ‘he took him by the hand’), 
gives a subtle variation on the meaning of the verb under discussion at this point. 

129 =© Acts. 17:24—-25. 

130 ~©This must be at the beginning of this paragraph, because there is no earlier discussion of 
the meaning of this term. 
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and the meaning of ‘casualty’ is ‘one killed’, the meaning of ‘baby’ is ‘one born, 
and similarly ‘Christ’ is ‘one anointed’. 

Anyone hearing this would never think it is a heavenly, divine name. The 
Jews said that the anointing of their kings and prophets was with blessed oil, 
and David (peace be upon him) has said about it things that remove disagree- 
ment and doubt. Paul (peace be upon him)!*! makes use of this prophecy of his 
in his book, when he tells us about Christ and says in Psalm 45, ‘O you who 
are above humans in beauty, compassion is poured out on your lips’!°? and 
‘Because of this, God your God has anointed you with the oil of gladness, and 
more than he has anointed any like you.’°3 With this verse the prophet makes 
clear the meaning of ‘Christ’: God has anointed him only because he is chosen 
and honoured, and has a God. 

The purpose in this regard | drew me to make a full study of the Gospel and 
the books of Paul and others.!94 I turned them all inside out and I discovered 
that in all they were nearly twenty thousand verses, all of them declaring and 
stating the humanity of Christ, and that he was subordinate and sent, and that 
God raised him from among the dead!*° and distinguished him by miracles, 
except for no more than about ten problematic, brief utterances. The followers 
of every denomination of Christians have interpreted these according to their 
own notions.!86 ] discovered that the three hundred and eighteen priests, those 


131 This formula must have been added by the copyist, who mistook the name for Jonah, one 
of the recognised prophets. As Gaudeul, Riposte, p. 39, n. 137, points out, a Muslim would be 
unlikely to invoke blessings on someone who was generally thought to have intentionally 
corrupted the original teachings of Jesus. 

132 Psalm 45:2. 

133 Psalm 45:7. This latter verse is quoted in Hebrews 1:9. 

134 The MS reading here, al-Injil wa-kutub al-Injil wa-kutub Yunus wa-ghayrahu, is clearly a 
case of dittography. 

135 While the resurrection demonstrates Christ's inferiority to God, and therefore suits ‘Ali’s 
argument, the event itself would, of course, not be accepted by Muslims. Strictly speaking, 
he has to concede its historicity because it appears in the scriptural texts which for the sake 
of his argument he is taking as authentic. 

136 It would be of some interest to know whether ‘Ali made this systematic investigation of 
the New Testament books he refers to here before his conversion or after. If after, he would 
have been intentionally searching for evidence to support the Muslim view of Christ, but if 
before he would evidently already have been harbouring doubts about Christian teachings 
about Christ's divinity. 
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who all came together from every direction to agree the Creed,!°’ had rejected 
completely these numerous verses, and seized onto the few problematic ones, 
which I will explain at the end of this book of mine,!88 and had sought inter- 
pretations of them that were opposed to the majority of the principles and lay 
outside what is rational. They brought to bear upon them abnormal notions 
which I suspect | drew them closer to the leading Byzantine philosophers and 
others from the materialists and dualists, because they claimed that the Cre- 
ator of the world was a part of the world.!8° But we have shown above what 
this entails for the denial of God’s characteristics. For at one time they say that 
Jesus Christ is eternal Creator, and then they claim that Satan defeated him and 
killed him. If they had been seeking the truth, they would have found it clear 
and evident, and they would have referred the problematic, exceptional ones 
to the ones that are evident, because the great number are the bases and the 
few exceptional ones are the derivatives. The derivative should be referred to 
its base, and the part should be gauged against its whole, not the whole gauged 
against a part, for information about what is absent can only be obtained from 
what is present, and about what is dubious and few from what is numerous 
and obvious.'*° If what the Jacobites teach about the descent of the eternal, 
timeless One and his changing into flesh and blood, or what others say about 
his descent and dwelling in Mary’s womb | at one time and in Christ’s body at 
another, with an aim to subdue Satan and deliver humankind from his grip, this 
was the aim that he desired. 

You have claimed that when the prophets were unable to perform this thing 
that he willed, he sent his only Son to wage open war in person and curb his 
enemy’s bravery. According to what they claim, his Son returned without doing 
any of this, not destroying sin or death, even though he had descended for it. 
But when God wills a thing there is no resistance to it, and God’s good pleasure 
is only in its being completed. 


137 The Council of Nicea, at which the Creed that ‘Ali has already attacked at length was drawn 
up, was traditionally regarded as being composed of 318 representatives of the churches. 
The figure is first mentioned by Athanasius in the fourth century. 

138 This gives an indication of some of the contents of the lost latter parts of the Radd. One of 
Ibn al-‘Assal’s quotations (see the list below, quoting from p. u10 of his work) may refer to 
this. 

139 ‘Ali alludes with some accuracy to Christian theologians employing terms and concepts 
from Greek philosophy to express the doctrines of the Trinity and Incarnation. 

140 This prescription for exegesis indicates that ‘Ali would regard the recourse to Greek 
philosophy as misguided, and would instead prefer the principle that scripture is its own 
best interpreter. 
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It is possible that God could also have descended in this way a few years 
ago and turned into an embryo in the womb of a young virgin, and continued 
as a shape in the placenta for many months,!*! as you say about Christ. And it 
is possible that when his mother saw that she had become pregnant without 
sexual intercourse, sensitivity, self-respect and fear drove her to flee from her 
country and escape alone.!? She gave birth to her child, and the young boy 
developed and grew, and he is one of those you see going about | with you in 
the market places, flies pester him, insects suck his blood, and Satan strikes 
him on the head just as the Jews struck Christ on the head, as they claim. This 
weakens the argument for the Jacobites. 

As for the others who teach indwelling, if the indwelling of the eternal 
Creator in Christ is right, then in their minds it must be right for God the eternal 
Creator to indwell one of the youths of our time and to go about with him as 
he went about with Jesus Christ. And maybe this very day he is a craftsman or 
labourer or prisoner and does not know himself, nor that God dwells within 
him, just as Christ only knew after thirty years. If this is a lie and mad talk, 
then the wary person should be on guard and the reasonable person among 
you should look to himself while the gate of repentance remains open and the 
means of salvation are available.43 

Now shall discuss four points which there is no avoiding or escaping for any 
of the Christians. From them one can judge the | correctness of the Creed from 
its inadequacy, and there is no possibility of adding to it or subtracting from it: 

The first is the annunciation which the angel Gabriel (peace be upon him) 
brought from God, great and mighty, to Mary the pure one, the most trustwor- 
thy of messages from the most godly of messengers, the most worthy to be heard 
and heeded.!44 

The second point, which is similar to this, is the voice heard from heaven 
about Christ.145 


141 This is one of a number of instances in the work where ‘Ali displays his specialist medical 
interests. 

142 Cf. Q19:22. 

143 One wonders whether ‘Ali betrays here some of the thinking that led him to convert to 
Islam: if God is omnipotent, there is no reason to consider his Incarnation in Christ a 
unique act, leading to the absurdity of multiple repetitions, even in his own day. The only 
recourse is to abandon such whimsical conjecturing and the faith that gives rise to it. 

144 Cf. Luke 1:26-38; Q 19:17—21; 3:42-51. 

145 Matthew 3:16-17||Mark 1:10-11; Luke 3:21-22. 
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The third point is what he said about John the son of Zechariah (peace be 
upon him), about whom Christ witnessed and said that none like him had 
arisen from those born of women.!*6 

The fourth point is Christ's words about himself when John the Baptist and 
others asked him who he was.!4” 

These are four points that cannot be rejected, and whoever dismisses them 
or tampers with them, or adds to them or subtracts from them has disobeyed 
God openly. 

Since these people say that he was eternal God and that the eternal God was 
his companion, or linked to him, or dwelling within him, or had descended 
to him with no distinction between them in word or deed,!*8 or that | Christ 
had said this about himself and his circumstances, an excuse for whoever 
wants to be excused from this Creed is required from us. Since they have all 
taught the contrary to what is in the Creed, they will acknowledge the truth of 
being faithless and deceitful because they have angered God almighty, placed 
themselves in opposition to Christ, cheated the community, and gone off either 
into the unknown or into confirming the teachings of the materialists and 
dualists, as we have shown from the outset. 

What the angel Gabriel said to Mary (peace be upon her) according to what 
is found in the Gospel of Luke, in Chapter 1 of it, is: ‘Gabriel said, “Peace be 
upon you, you who are full of grace. Our Lord is with you, O blessed among 
women.” When Mary saw him she was afraid of him, so he said to her, “Do not 
be alarmed at me Mary, you have earned grace from your Lord. And behold, you 
will conceive and bear a son, and you will call him Jesus. He will be great, and 
he will be called the Son of God, almighty and exalted. And the Lord God will 
give him the throne of his father David, and he will be king over the People of 
Jacob forever.” | Mary said, “How can this be, when no man has touched me?” 


146 Matthew 11:11. 

147. Matthew u1:2-6||Luke 718-23. 

148 This list of metaphorical explanations of the Incarnation recalls the list given by Aba ‘Isa 
al-Warraq (see Thomas, Trinity, pp. 70-71, § 11). 
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Gabriel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come to you with the power of the high 
One. The most High will alight upon you,!*9 and because of this the child who is 
born from you will be holy, and will be called the Son of God the high One.”’5° 

We do not see the angel saying, as is in your Creed, ‘The one you will bear 
is your Creator and the Creator of the whole world’, nor ‘The eternal Creator 
will come to dwell within you’, nor ‘be your companion’, nor ‘be your guest’. 
He said no more than ‘born’, ‘honoured, ‘great’, that ‘God will give to him’, that 
‘the prophet David is his father’, and that ‘he will be called Son of God’. But you 
know, may God guide you, that many have been called son of God and they are 
innumerable. I will explain this later,5! so that no one will be able to cling to it. 
Anyone who is not content with what God, great and mighty, says about Christ 
on the tongue of Gabriel and has added to it or subtracted from it is a seductive 
aggressor. 

About the meaning of Gabriel’s words to Mary, ‘God is with you’, God said to 
Moses and other prophets, ‘Iam with you’.!>2 And he said to Joshua son of | Nun, 
‘T will be with you as I was with Moses my servant.3 And all the Christians say 
that God almighty the Holy Spirit is with every preacher, confirming them in 
their sermon. 

About the voice which John heard from heaven, and to which John son of 
Zechariah witnessed,!* this too, if you reject it or add to it or subtract from it, 
you oppose God almighty and those who proclaim for him, and you will have 
to produce a substantial argument for this. Matthew in his Gospel in Chapter 2 
says, ‘Christ came to John son of Zechariah among those who were coming to 
him. Then, when John the Baptist saw him, he said to him, “I should humble 
myself and to be baptized by you, but here you have come to me for this.” 


149 ‘Ali’s translation here incorporates the verb halla which was commonly used by Arabic- 
speaking Christians, mainly Nestorians, to explain the indwelling of the divine nature in 
the human in Christ. 

150 Luke 1:28-35. 

151 ‘Ali says at the beginning of the Radd that part of his discussion will be about the names 
‘father’ and ‘son’. This is among the lost parts of the work. 

152 Exodus 3:12. 

153 Joshua 3:7. 

154 This is a conflation of the Synoptic accounts and John 3:27-30. 
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Jesus said to him, “I would rather you did it, because we should fulfil all piety.” 
Then he was immersed in the Jordan and was baptized by him.?° This was an 
acknowledgement on his part that his coming to John and baptism by him was 
out of piety and the desire to please. And the rank of the one who is approached 
for the increasing of piety from him is not lower than the rank of the one who 
approaches desiring this.15° 

Matthew says in his Gospel, ‘When Christ came out of the Jordan, heaven 
was opened to him, and John saw that the Holy Spirit had descended from 
heaven onto Christ in the form of a dove. And he heard the voice from heaven, 
“This is my beloved Son whom I have chosen.”’!5” He did not see a proclaimer 
from heaven adding anything at all to what Gabriel said to Mary (peace be upon 
them), but it announced that God had chosen him and called him Son, and no 
more. We know that the one who chooses is an independent agent, and the 
one who is chosen (grammatically the object) is the one who is given a favour. 
Christ did not refuse to affirm this or acknowledge it times without number, as 
we have shown and set out above. 

About his words, ‘This is my Son’, it was Christ himself who would have been 
the most knowledgeable of people about the explanation of the meaning of 
this. He explained the detail of it, and did not leave any opinion about it for any 
delusive deceiver. Christ said, ‘Now I am going to my Father and your Father, to 
my God and your God’58 and here he made no distinction between himself 
and anyone, and he did not reject being a servant in the way that you do for 
him, | because anyone who has a God is a servant and is subordinate. 

In Chapter 3 of his Gospel Luke says, John the Baptist sent a message to 
Christ after he had baptized him, saying to him, “Are you the one who is to 
come, or should we wait for another?” Jesus Christ's reply to his messengers 
was, “Go back to him and tell him what you have seen, the blind see, the sick 


155 Matthew 3:13-17. 

156 Thus John the Baptist was Jesus’ equal. 

157 Matthew 3:16-17, though both Matthew and Mark (1110-11) suggest that only Jesus saw the 
Spirit descending. Luke alone (3:21-22) makes clear that the theophany was public. 

158 John 20:17. 
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are healed, the deaf hear, and blessed is the one who is not unjust and keeps 
my command.”’!59 We do not see him answering John the Baptist with anything 
such as you say. Nor did he say to him, ‘I am your Creator and the Creator of 
everything’, as is in your Creed, nor ‘The eternal Creator descends to me’, nor 
‘He dwells in me’, nor ‘He has united with me’!© But he cautioned about being 
mistaken and being wrong about himself. 

Concerning the miracles he mentioned, all the prophets did things similar 
and more. We shall explain this in its place, as God almighty wishes.!©! 

We do not see John son of Zechariah—and he went further in what we 
have mentioned of the Gospel in praising | Christ: ‘He is more powerful than 
I, and I am not worthy to untie the lace of his shoe’!®*—he did not say, ‘He 
is my Creator’, or ‘My Creator came to dwell’. Something like what he said 
about him is what any fine, superior man would state about someone below 
him out of modesty, humility, and guarding against pride. For his counterpart 
had come to him for him to increase him in devoutness, and the one who 
receives a bribe is not inferior to the one who gives it, according to rational 
judgement. 

Whoever disagrees with these four points and exceeds them has introduced 
new things, is in error and is not guided. And if you refer to the Creed on these 
points, it will become clear to you that they disagree with it from beginning 
to end. Reasonable and honourable people will not cease to be amazed at it. 


I myself have often wondered from where and from whom they say what they 
do. 


159 Luke 7:19-23. 

160 These would all be familiar Christian metaphorical explanations of the Incarnation; cf. 
the list given by Aba ‘Isa al-Warraq, in Thomas, Trinity, pp. 70-71, §u1. 

161 Thecomparison between the miracles of Jesus and Old Testament prophets which follows 
below, as ‘Ali promises, is one of the earliest and most elaborate examples of this popular 
Muslim polemical feature. 

162 Luke 3:16; cf. Mark 1:7. 
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Matthew has said in his Gospel that an angel appeared to Joseph and ordered 
him to take Mary, and then after this he ordered him to make his way with his 
wife and the child to Egypt, and he did this.!63 On this matter there are curious 
things for those who will consider them and understand them, among them 
that | John saw the Holy Spirit descend on Christ in the form of a dove, which 
contradicts the words of the angel to Joseph when he did not acknowledge that 
she was pregnant, for he said to him, ‘Take your wife to yourself and do not 
be alarmed by what you see, because the child to be born from her is of the 
Holy Spirit.”6+ If Christ himself was as the angel said, what is the meaning of 
the descent of the Holy Spirit upon him a second time?!® 

Among them is that if God sent an angel to Joseph the carpenter, he sent 
down revelation on him, and he would have been one of the prophets. So why 
do you not call him a prophet in the Gospel when he told us about the angel, 
and God, may he be praised, ordered him to go to Egypt and he did so? 

The same applies to those Magi who travelled from the land of the East 
in search of Christ until they might know about his birth and condition, the 
Gospel states that they travelled to Syria until they came to Christ wrapped in 
strips of cloth and placed in the manger, and that a star from heaven had gone 
before them.!©° They too deserve the title | of being prophet because they can 
only have gained the knowledge of this through revelation. This is the full extent 
of prophethood, unless Satan had informed them about it, ifindeed he knows 
the unseen and his ability to move the stars of the heaven is proof of it, or unless 
they had learned about it through astrology, which would then be equivalent 
to revelation and prophecy. If none of these points is correct, then the report 
must be mistaken. And if it is correct, then there were prophets among the 
Magi, Satan can give prophecies about good and urge to it, and the opinions 
of astrology are equivalent to prophecy. And if this miracle had appeared to 
people in the midst of whom he had been born and among whom and to whom 
he had been sent, they would have had a prior and greater incentive to respond 
to his call than if it had appeared to people of the East. But we do not find 


163 Matthew 2:13-15. 

164 Matthew 1:20. 

165 ‘Ali suggests that the descent of the Spirit at Jesus’ baptism was not so much to affirm who 
he was but to inaugurate a new status. His argument is that if Jesus was born of the Holy 
Spirit he would not have to be adopted a second time by the Spirit. 

166 Matthew 21-6. 
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anywhere in the books of the Persians or their histories anything about this, nor 
any mention of these stars.!6? 

Furthermore, if John the Baptist had seen the Holy Spirit descending upon 
Christ and had heard the voice from heaven, and he had finally decided from 
this that the one speaking before him | was the Son of God, the eternal Creator, 
or a human united with the eternal Creator, and then had not fallen down 
on his face before his Creator and his God, and had not kissed his foot, and 
had not followed him at once and become one of his disciples, he would have 
been attaching little worth to his eternal Creator or to the one in whom the 
eternal Creator dwelled. He would be discarding lofty knowledge and a sublime 
attainment, and he would not be advising his community and cousins about his 
abandoning the spreading of what he had heard and seen, to inform the people 
that their Creator was with them in the form of one of them, and their God was 
among them and in the midst of them, so that they should not disobey any of 
his orders nor neglect his worship, submissive forever and ever. 

The Gospel does not relate that John did any of this. Not only did he not do 
what we have said about Christ, but he denied knowledge of him and sent to 
him to enquire about him, with the words, ‘Are you the one who is to come or 
should we wait for another?6° John would not have sent to him after | seeing 
what he had seen and hearing what he had heard. So he had doubts about what 
he saw and the significance of the first news about him. And the people were 
doubtful about him, and he sent them away. This is just like a man praising 
someone and extolling him almost up to heaven, and later he exalts him and 
honours him and the great length of his life, and then he does not hesitate to 
send to him and get hold of him: is he the one he described and praised, or is 
this someone else? Only someone who is misled and in doubt would do such 
things as these. 


167 ‘Ali expresses severe misgivings about the soundness of this Gospel account, because it 
goes against all that is logically consistent and reasonable, not least because as a Persian 
himself by origin he would expect there to be some mention of this stupendous event in 
one or other record he might know. The implication of his argument here and in the point 
about Joseph above is that the Gospel accounts are undependable, though he does not say 
this explicitly. 

168 Matthew u1:3||Luke 7:19. 
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Those who imposed this Creed upon you and Christ are just like someone 
who believes in the prophethood of a man who denies prophethood, because 
Christ said that he was subordinate and sent, the angel Gabriel said that he 
was honoured and chosen, the voice of the herald from heaven declared the 
like, John son of Zechariah said [...], and it was the king of a people with- 
out religion and neglectful!®? who said that he was eternal Creator, though 
he had concealed who he was. Christ and others we have heard said that 
he was given to and that God was the one who gave to him, but these peo- 
ple!”° say, | ‘He is the provider and bestower of grace’. Christ and others 
among his disciples said God raised him from the dead, but these people 
say, ‘But he will raise all the people of the earth after they have died’. Christ 
said that God sent him, and they say, ‘Yes, according to the Creed, but he is 
the one who came down for our salvation’, ignoring the reference to send- 
ing. 

A Nestorian exegete, the Interpreter,!”! gave an interpretation and said that 
John the Baptist sent to Jesus through his disciples to ask him about himself 
only because his disciples were in doubt about him, and John wanted to hear 
what he said in order to remove doubt about him from them. This is an 
enormous presumption and distortion on this exegete’s!”2 part, because if these 
disciples who were with John the Baptist may have been in doubt about Christ, 
they would not have doubted about John himself. So if he had told them about 
who it was on whom he had seen the Spirit descend, and the voice from heaven 
which he had heard, they would not have disbelieved him but would have 
accepted him, | and John’s witness would have been more illuminating and 
significant than Christ’s witness.!78 


169 This would be Constantine, under whom the Nicene Creed was formulated. 

170 Christians who accept the Nicene Creed. 

171 This must be a reference to Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 428), whose commentaries 
and other works were regarded as providing definitive formulations of the faith by the 
Nestorians, ‘Ali’s former denomination. As ‘Ali says, among them he was generally known 
as ‘the Interpreter’, and the epithet used here, mufassiq, is evidently a transliteration of the 
Syriac mephashiq. However, when it is considered that an Arabic-speaking Muslim reader 
might give it a meaning derived from fassaqa, ‘to impute sinfulness or disobedience’, there 
is just a possibility of some malicious wordplay. 

172 The form here, al-mufasqan, is evidently a transliteration of the Syriac mephashqan. 

173 Thisis because it would have been the witness of another, not of Christ about himself, and 
according to the Islamic tradition this would have been an individual who had the status 
of a prophet. 
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John the disciple says in his Gospel something that confirms what I say and 
refutes what the exegete says. This is that Christ said, ‘If I were to witness to 
myself, my witness would not be true, but another than I witnesses to me.1”4 
By this he makes clear that the interpretation given by the exegete is wrong, 
absurd and lying. Also, if John alone had heard the herald’s voice and around 
him there was the crowd being baptised, or people had heard something similar 
and then did not make it known, and if the prophet John and his disciples had 
doubted Christ, there can be no blame on others who doubt about him. 

The question about their naming Christ God: Say to them, You have dared to 
do something unheard of in your naming a human being the eternal Creator. 
This inevitably transgresses one of the natural qualities, whether you are mak- 
ing him eternal God or the habitation for the eternal Creator, | whether because 
Christ said this about himself, or because his disciples who passed his religion 
on to you said this about him, or because he exhibited the kind of signs and 
miracles that merited you making him God, or because he ascended to heaven, 
or because of the wonder of his birth and circumstances. 

If you say that you make him God because of the wonder of his birth and 
circumstances, his birth and being are no more wonderful than the existence 
of Adam, because he had no mother or father.!’5 Nor is Christ’s birth more 
wonderful either than the birth of the angels and spirits, who have no male or 
female progenitor or clay or material component, and none of them is called a 
god. 

If you say that you make him God because of his manifest signs, then indeed 
he was pre-eminent to the bounds of distinction, though he announced in 
the Gospel that he was subordinate and given to, and that he had wants and 
knew fear. The prophet Elisha (peace be upon him) performed some things 
that resembled his actions, for in his lifetime he raised a dead person, and after | 


174 John 5:31-32. 
175 Cf.Q15:26, ‘We created man from sounding clay’. In Q 3:59 Jesus is directly compared with 
Adam, both being created from dust. 
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his death a dead person.!”6 The prophet Elijah raised a dead person,!”” and he 
blessed the widow’s flour and oil, and so the flour in her jar and the oil in her 
flask did not give out for seven years.!’8 And he asked God, blessed be he, to 
stop the rain for seven years.!’9 

If you say that Christ fed thousands of people from some loaves,'®° the 
prophet of God and the one to whom he spoke,!*! Moses, entreated God, 
blessed be he, and he fed his people with manna and quails for forty years.!82 

If Christ called out to the sea and its waves were stilled,!83 Moses struck 
the sea with his staff and parted it, and great numbers of the People of Israel 
crossed through the deep.!*4 Then he split the hard stone and rock into twelve 
springs, a spring for each tribe of the People of Israel.!®5 He struck the people 
of Egypt with ten signs which were punishments.!®° The first of them is that he 
threw down his staff and it became a snake and it swallowed up the magicians’ 
staffs.187 The second is that the water became putrid and killed the fish that 
were in it.!®° The third is that he sent upon them frogs so that | their houses and 
dwellings were filled with them.!®9 The fourth is that he inflicted lice upon their 
bodies.!%° The fifth is that he sent upon them flies and vermin of the earth.!%! 


176 2Kings 4:32-37; 13:21. 

177. _:1Kings 1717-23. 

178 1Kings 17: 8-16. 

179 1Kings17:, though no specific period is mentioned. In Luke 4:25, the period is specified as 
three and a half years. 

180 E.g. Matthew 14:15-21; 15:32-38. 

181 InQ 4164, Moses is given the epithet kalim Allah. 

182 Exodus 16:2-8, though there is no mention of Moses praying to God on the people’s behalf. 
The less detailed references in the Qur’an (e.g. 2:57; 7:160; 20:80) show clearly that ‘Ali is 
referring to the biblical account. 

183 Matthew 8:24-26. 

184 Exodus 14:16, 21-23, though Moses’ action of actually striking the sea is only made explicit 
in Q 26:63. 

185 Exodus 17:6, and cf. Q 2:60; 7:160. 

186 Exodus 7-12, mentioning ten plagues, beginning with the second sign listed here, the Nile 
and its waters becoming blood, and ending with the killing of the first-born, which ‘Ali 
does not include. In Q 17:101 (cf. 7:133) nine signs, dyat, are mentioned. 

187. Exodus 7:8-13. 

188 Exodus 7:14—25, in which Moses turns the Nile and all the water from it to blood, so that 
‘the fish will die and the river will stink’. 

189 Exodus 8:1-15. 

190 Exodus 8:16-19. 

191 Exodus 8:20-32. 
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The sixth is that he caused all their cattle to die with the exception of the beasts 
of the Israelites, his chosen ones.!9* The seventh is that he struck every one of 
their bodies with ulcers.!%? The eighth is that he sent down on them hail which 
ruined all their trees.!9* The ninth is that he sent into all their lands blood! 
and locusts.!°6 The tenth is that he brought darkness for them, which remained 
with them for three days and nights.!%” These are more widely known and are 
more numerous than what the Gospel relates, because they happened openly 
before all the people of Egypt and the People of Israel. 

If you say that you have called him God and Son because he predicted what 
would be after him, all the prophets did this, and they have expressly been given 
this name because of this.!9° 

If you say that you call him God because he claimed to be son,!9° you 
invalidate his action, because he affirmed that he had a God in his words when 
he was crucified, | ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’2°° Matthew 
says in Chapter 19 of his Gospel, citing a prophecy of Isaiah about Christ from 
God, great and mighty, that says, ‘This is my servant whom I have chosen, and 
my beloved with whom I am pleased.’2® In Chapter 8 of his Gospel Matthew 
says that Christ said, ‘I thank you, Father, Lord of the heavens and earth.2°? In 
Chapter 9 of his Gospel Matthew says, ‘The one who acts as does my Father who 
is in heaven is my brother, my sister, my mother.2°? In Chapter 19 of his Gospel 
Matthew says that Christ said to his disciples, ‘Your Father who is in heaven is 
one, single.?°4 In Chapter 10 of his Gospel Matthew says that Jesus went to the 
town of Nazareth and said to the people, ‘A prophet is not respected except in 


192 Exodus 911-7. 

193 Exodus 9:8-12. 

194 Exodus 913-26. 

195 In the biblical account the only mention of blood is in the first plague, Exodus 7:14-25. 
Gaudeul, Riposte, p. 53, n. 178, plausibly suggests reading al-namal, ‘flies’, in place of al- 
dima. 

196 Exodus 10:1-20. 

197 Exodus 10:21-28. 

198 The name nabi, ‘prophet, which is related to the verb tanabba’, ‘to make predictions’. 

199 Reading idda‘a; Lane, Lexicon, p. 884, gives one meaning of the eighth form as ‘to assert a 
relationship as son’. 

200 Matthew 27:46||Mark 15:34. 

201 Matthew 12:8, citing Isaiah 42:1. 

202 Matthew 11:25. 

203 Matthew 12:50. 

204 Matthew 23:9. 
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his own town;?°> acknowledging that he was a prophet. In Chapter 20 of his 
Gospel Matthew says that when the Jews were coming to arrest him Christ was 
tormented and distressed, and he said to his disciples, ‘The anguish of death 
has come over me’. | And he kept watch for a while and then fell on his face 
and began to weep and to beg God saying, ‘My God, if it is possible to take the 
cup from me then take it, but let be not what I will but what you will. It is as 
though the one who said these words was in doubt about the power of God and 
the fulfilment of his will, because anyone who could say, ‘Lord, if it is possible 
to take this distress from me, you will do this’, would be in doubt about God’s 
power. But anyone who could say this would not be without knowledge that 
God was not weak in any way. So what is the meaning of his words, ‘If this is 
possible’? Or did he know that this was not possible for him? So what is the 
meaning of the question and the entreaty?2 And if you say that Christ did not 
know whether he would be killed (according to what they claim) or not killed, 
he would not have been eternal Creator nor dwelling within him. And if he did 
know what would be done to him and he was God, then to whom did he ask this 
question, and who did he entreat? If he did not know, then he was not God, and 
how could he not know when he said | (according to what they claim), ‘Woe to 
him by whom the Son of God is given up. It would be good for him if he had 
never been born’??°8 He knew that this was a decree from God almighty which 
could not be averted, so what was the meaning of entreaty and supplication 
about something that was impossible and could not come to be? 

Simon Peter, the leader of the disciples, says in Chapter 2 of the Stories of the 
Apostles, which Luke the disciple composed,?°9 ‘Men of Israel, listen to what 
I have to say: Jesus the Nazarene was a man who appeared to you from God 
with power, support, and miracles which God caused to happen through him. 
You handed him over and killed him, but God raised this Jesus from among the 
dead.2!° What testimony is clearer or more obvious than this, and what man 
among you is more reliable than Simon Peter? As you have seen, he announced 


205 Cf. Matthew 13:57, changing the meaning of the original. 

206 Matthew 26:37-39. 

207 ‘Ali's argument is that on the one hand Jesus’s words imply that he thought God could not 
do what he requested, but on the other his very action in making the request implies that 
he thought God could do what he requested. So there is confusion in the very statement 
attributed to him in the Gospel. 

208 Matthew 26:24, with ‘Son of man in place of ‘Son of God, as here. 

209 Here ‘Ali exhibits (possibly with some self-consciousness) the knowledge of the New 
Testament he would have acquired as a younger man. 

210 Acts 2:22-24. 
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that Christ was a man and that he was from God, and that the signs that 
appeared were by the command of God, and that God resurrected him from 
among the dead. 

Simon Peter says in this book, following the previous words, ‘Know, men | 
of Israel, it is certain knowledge that God made this Jesus whom you killed 
Lord and Christ.2"! In Chapter 5 of this section Simon says, ‘The God of our 
fathers raised up Jesus Christ whom you killed, and you were doing wrong’2!2 
At the end of his Gospel Luke says that Christ appeared to Cleopas and Luke 
his disciple?!3 on the road as they were grieving, and he said to them, though 
they did not recognise him, ‘What is the reason for your grieving?’ They said 
to him, ‘You must be the only stranger in Jerusalem if you do not know what 
has happened among us in these days concerning Jesus the Nazarene. He was a 
God-fearing man, strong in his deed and word before God and the community. 
They took him and killed him/?!+ These are his words and the words of his 
disciples, and ifhis religion is among them you have set this Creed against them, 
and you need to find proof. 

If you say that you have made him God because | he ascended into heaven, 
well, Enoch?!5 and Elijah?!® ascended into heaven and they are both there alive, 
revered until now and unharmed. Are you not satisfied with this example and 
explanation? 

If you say that you have made him God particularly because the prophets 
call him God and Lord, then know that in all languages the name ‘god’ has 
been used for beings other than God. The Indians, the Romans, the Syrians, the 
Hebrews, the Persians and the Egyptians have always called their kings ‘god’, 
and they call all the stars lights and gods of heaven. 


211 Acts 2:36. 

212 Acts 5:30. 

213  Cleopas is named in the Gospel account, Luke 2418, though the other disciple on the 
Emmaus road is not. 

214 Luke 24:13-20. 

215 Genesis 5:24; and also Q 19:56—57, referring to Idris, who is often identified with Enoch. 

216 2Kings 2:0. 
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Moses (peace be upon him) says in Chapter 1 of the Torah, ‘The sons of God 
went into the daughters of men and they saw them with their surpassingly 
beautiful appearance, and they married them.”!” And God almighty said to 
Moses (peace be upon him) in the book of the story of the Exodus, ‘I have 
made you a god to Pharaoh.2!§ David (peace be upon him), speaking to the 
people through the Spirit, says in Psalm 82, | ‘He stood up in the assembly of 
gods.’2!9 This is ‘gods’ in Hebrew, as we have said, but those who have translated 
it into Syriac have made changes to it and said, ‘God dwelt in the assembly of 
angels.’229 In this Psalm, speaking to the people through the Spirit, he says, ‘I 
thought you were gods, and all of you sons of God’?! declaring that the term 
‘gods’ and the term ‘sonship’ were also used for humans. 

The term ‘lord’ is also used for leaders: it is said, ‘this is the lord of the house’, 
and ‘the lord of the possessions’. Isaiah says, ‘The ox knows who owns it and 
the ass the place where its master keeps it, but the People of Israel do not know 
this.222 David says in Psalm 8, addressing God, great and mighty, and foretelling 
Christ, ‘Who is man that you should have remembered him, and the human 
that you should have commanded him and placed a little below the angels, 
and clothed him in honour and glory, and made king over your creation?’2#3 
Paul employs these words to confirm Christ,?”+ though the prophet David 
announces that Christ was a man and a human under command, and that he 
was below the angels, | flesh and blood. David says in Psalm 110, comparing 
Christ with Melchizedek, ‘God almighty has sworn and has not retracted, “You 


217 Genesis 6:2. 

218 Exodus 7:1. 

219 Psalm 822. 

220 The original reads: ‘God stands in the congregation of God; he judges among the gods. 
This being so, ‘Ali has a point when he says that there has been some tampering ( fa-qad 
harrafahu) with the Syriac translation to make it doctrinally more acceptable. 

221 Psalm 82:6. 

222 Isaiah 1:3. 

223 Psalm 8:5-6. 

224 Hebrews 2:7. 


42r 


42v 


43r 


154 THE REFUTATION OF THE CHRISTIANS 


Ch ® PEI Go K ley oh S2Ke be I A] a elated esl 
pel dale co ye es! SI ley cog oy Ate! 


ole oy rl IGT Se ea cased 6 pl coer Yl Cb 
Be Bp oe Big ly ey clits Bd Gee Val 8 Oly 
Ab SS) Ab cal add gl acl, Obl Gouge Sly Goal ra ot Yeo 
al oh Yigty lgiles = Y clot ail es a SALES 15 3 
Ue le ode ail get 2S Of Gol aly ey abe Jae fo OS 

Label GUELY I, 5LEI de 26 Ob clans! ae aL | 


cashew SIs gl UST 3850p J Vablyrs “GP Jad! got 
elt Bane al clay tee hale shal Gay AF ft gall 
cae oy lah Bure eek a 
(Gela a s oa sy apd cx gue Ul eS; 
lab ol pY dléy ee 4| Leeey Rik, ales slog Bist 
«SUES YI) | Je ele ol ail Ae" Sil ab 57h) ‘45| |” 9 vers] 
Lady OLE YI ten Oe, Led OE GLB! le CISL UET le Fe Lag 
gle ele'Y! oid SI Je 8 race asl pall pel OY ca” gyal oye 

owas ta tSe OSS |p AdEL Slee OGY GULL, 


1B: alt, 2A and B: B59. 3B:yh9. 4B: ats, SBrogesl. SB: CRs. 7B: SB. SA and B: 


THE REFUTATION OF THE CHRISTIANS 155 


are a priest for ever like Melchizedek’’2?5 The priest Melchizedek was the son 
of Arpashad, son of Noah, and he lived until the time of Moses (peace be upon 
hiima).22° 

The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit: The nations agree that every one of 
their names has a meaning, and that any name that has no meaning is nonsense 
and abortive. Both we and you have some need to know the meaning of ‘the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and that Moses explained his name, or 
gave him his title, and rejected of him both dependence and sin.2?” So how 
can anyone give God names whose meanings are not known, when he does 
not know whether they will be a cause of annoyance to him, dissension against 
him, or slander? So if you have given God these names literally let us examine 
them, but if they are figurative and derivative, let us allow them. 

A man can be named ‘father’ and ‘progenitor’ in many ways. The first of 
them | is procreation. The second is by metaphor, as when a child uses ‘father’ 
for his uncle or the person who brings him up or teaches him or educates 
him or does him good, and he will also call the elders of his family and his 
grandparents ‘fathers’: thus, Adam is called ‘the father of humanity’. And I have 
heard Christian scholars say that God is really called ‘father’ because he is 
the Initiator and Progenitor of things. In the same way the meaning of ‘son’ is 
multiple, either through birth or adoption. Thus, it is said that someone adopts 
someone, that is, he brings him up, teaches him, educates him and does him 
good. And people of culture are called ‘sons of culture’ and its ‘brothers’. So, if 
you say that you have given God these names figuratively or derivatively, this 
is allowable, although if they are figurative they imply that the Creed is false 
and the whole of the Christian faith is incorrect. This is because the followers 
of Christianity unanimously agree that there are realities to these names, and 
the realities are not concealed or derived but are obvious and distinct. 


225 Psalm 10:4. 

226 According to Genesis 10:22—24, Arpashad/Arphaxad was a son of Shem, son of Noah, and 
was father of Shelah; there is no mention of Melchizedek among his descendants. Given 
that Melchizedek’s only appearance in the Hebrew Bible is in a meeting with Abraham, 
Genesis 14:18-20, the reference here to him living to the time of Moses must either be a 
lapse of memory on ‘All’s part, or a scribal error for Abraham. Ibn al-‘Assal, Saha’ih, p. 79, 
dismisses it as just like other claims that ‘Ali makes. 

227 This rather obscure clause is very close to the description of Melchizedek as found in 
Hebrews 7:3. Tacitly acknowledging this, Gaudeul, Riposte, p. 58, moves it to the end of 
the previous paragraph, though even there it does not add much to the meaning of ‘Ali’s 
argument. It is not unlikely that the text has been severely disrupted at this point. 
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But if | the Father is not a progenitor there is no meaning to the term ‘father- 
hood’ or ‘sonship’, and in this the Creed is shown to be false and disproved. 
But if God is a progenitor then he must either have generated something that 
is eternal or something that is temporal, which was not and then was. If you 
say that he generated something that is eternal, this is impossible and false, 
because what is eternal is not generated, and one who generates something 
that was not is then father of a temporal being that has come into being from 
him. This shows the falseness of the Creed, which says that he?28 is Creator and 
not created. What you say can be shown to be impossible by the easiest word 
and the briefest statement, which is that if this Son is eternal in the Creed then 
he is not generated, and if he was generated then he is not eternal, because the 
term ‘eternity’ applies to a being who has no beginning or end, and the mean- 
ing of ‘generated’ is that he is temporal with a beginning and an end, produced, 
like someone saying, ‘Riches boundless and bounded, ‘someone praised and 
blamed’, and ‘a born child is born’.229 So, however you intend this statement, | 
it revolves around falsifying the Creed or making these names stuff and non- 
sense. For if the Son is eternal there is no meaning to your term ‘generated’ and 
it is a lie and falsehood, and if he was generated then he was temporal. And in 
both meanings the Creed is proved wrong. 

One who abuses God and gives him names that have no meaning insolently 
levels abuse against God. And it is abusive and superficial for them to say at one 
time that he is like his Father in his eternity, and to say at another that he is not 
like him because he is generated. Thus these two names have no meaning. Why 
do you say that the Son is generated and is not a progenitor and the Father is not 
generated but a progenitor? For if you can say metaphorically that the timeless 
Eternal can be called Son and generated, then call the Father Son and the Son 
Father.??° If you do not find this acceptable, then the meaning of ‘Father’ must 
be different from the meaning of ‘Son’, and the Father must be Progenitor and 
eternal and the Son generated and temporal. 


228 This must refer to the Son. 

229 Each of these sayings contains an inherent contradiction. 

230 ‘Ali brings the argument to the point where he can conclude that according to the way 
Christians use them, the two terms have no meaning. Cf. al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim, Radd, 
p- 318.18—23. 
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We also ask you and say, Why is the Father called Father and the Son Son? For 
if the term ‘fatherhood’ is required for the Father because of his eternity, | then 
the Son too would merit this very term because he is also eternal like him. And 
ifthe Father is Creator, he is also Creator, and if the Father is great and knowing, 
then the Son is great and knowing. The Creed witnesses to this with regard 
to him in its statement, ‘He came down for our salvation’, and ‘He is Creator 
of all created things’. A being capable of this cannot be other than great and 
knowing. 

These points which I have explained prove the terms ‘fatherhood’ and ‘son- 
ship’ false, and with their being proved false the Creed, which says, ‘He was 
begotten from God before the worlds’, is proved false, as are your words, ‘We 
believe in God the Father’. But if the two terms are meaningless, it would be 
as though you said that the Father was begotten but not begotten, that he is 
Father but not Progenitor. This resembles your words that Christ is God but 
God is not Christ, that he was sent but not a messenger, and that he was a man 
with flesh and blood but was not a servant. This is a repugnant statement and 
blind talk. People such as you who are intelligent | cannot allow such a thing, or 
countenance the debasement of themselves, or become exposed to the wrath 
of God, who says in the Torah, ‘Not one shall be delivered from my hand’?! 
Do you find acceptable such words as when somebody says, ‘Jesus Christ is 
Messiah but he is not anointed’, ‘Faith in him is right but is not required’, and 
‘God is Creator but is not Maker’? For if such talk is impossible and worthless, 
then the above is the same, that the Son and Father should be equal in power 
and eternity. For what superiority and power does the Father have over him, to 


231 Deuteronomy 32:39. 
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1A and B: Gb cf. al-Hasan ibn Ayyiib, Radd, p. 360. 7A breaks off at this point. ?These words 
are supplied by al-Hasan ibn Ayyub, Radd, p. 360. While al-Hasan may preserve other parts of the 
lost continuation of ‘Ali’s Radd, there is insufficient evidence in what follows in his work to allow 
a clear judgement about this. This and the following numbers refer to the pages in C where 


these brief quotations are given. 
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command him and prohibit him, for the Father to be the sender and the Son 
the one sent, and the Father the one followed and obeyed and the Son the one 
following and obeying? 


— So in which of these ways did God take a son? (p. 80)232 

— That Christ was five hypostases. (p. 81) 

— Then what of your claim that you call one of the locations divine? (p. 82) 

— And indwelling of the Divinity and not others. (p. 82) 

— And he was existent in all of them without modality. (p. 82) 

— His control could only ever be for this reason or for that reason. (p. 83) 

— They have not experienced him as remedying corruption. (p. 87) 

— And he did not diminish Satan’s trickery by the breadth of a hair. (p. 87) 

— But he caused them to inherit the scorn of all people. (p. 87) 

— Asmall group (of the Jews). (p. 87) 

— So these are matters that have driven me away from you, Christians. (p. 88) 

— Which is another of them that alienate him from himself. (p. 88) 

— Why are you so bold as to say, ‘If he had not attracted us by the triumph 
of the miracles, according to this belief of ours’, and repeat it endlessly? 


(p. 88) 


232 There follow the quotations of the lost parts of the Radd in Ibn al-‘Assal, Saha@ih. Page 
numbers refer to the edition by Murqus Jirjis, Cairo, 1926/27. 
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— How could an accident affect the body of a human without affecting its 
spirit? (pp. 89-90) 

— Do you not see the followers of the religions describing God by victory and 
might alone? (p. 90) 

— It is amazing that the Creator should come to dwell in a body but that light 
should not shine out from it, enfold it and surround it. And why did the 
mountains not split for him and the seas rush back, as with Moses??33 And 
why were miracles not manifest from him that were greater than the mira- 
cles of the prophets, such as his walking on the water and the destruction of 
those who were coming near to him, as with Elijah??#4 (p. go) 

— So that people might know that he was their Creator. (p. 91) 

— Why is it that he did not destroy sin and death at his coming, as you claim? 
(P. 92) 

— [What he says about the emerging of the Son and the emerging of the Spirit] 
... what is the difference between the two? 

— So how could Satan flee from them [the prophets] and desert them, and have 
mastery over their Lord? (p. 94) 

— So where was this mercy from the prophets, and so on? (p. 96) 

— And he descended for a small group of Jews. (p. 97) 

— Why did he not destroy them? (p. 97) 

— What comes after it, this is neither a confirmation nor a denial of it. (p. 97) 

— Ihave no idea what your evidence is. (p. 99) 

— And what prevented him from reviving himself? (p. 99) 

— So what prevented his descent from heaven, walking on the air? (p. 99) 

— Christ said: Ifthere were faith among you;?*5 and so on... We have not seena 
single Christian who is obeyed by a tree or a lump of earth, and so on. (p. 100) 

— How could someone who has been killed by death conquer death? (p. 103) 

— You used to say: ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, forgive us’, but now you say: ‘Our 
Lord Jesus Christ, you have forgiven us’. So you follow those who presently 
misguide you, and you have abandoned what your ancestors accepted. 


(p. 103) 


233 Numbers 20:7-12; Exodus 14:21-23. 

234 2Kings 2:8 (Elijah walks across the river, paralleling Jesus walking across the Sea of Galilee, 
Matthew 14:25-27; Mark 6:48-51; John 6:19-21); 2 Kings 1:9—-14 (Elijah calls down fire on the 
details of soldiers who are pursuing him, in contrast to Jesus submitting to arrest, trial and 
execution). 

235 Matthew 17:20||Mark 1:23. 
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I have no idea who you have imitated in seeking Christ. (p. 104) 

And did Abraham and the prophets call upon the name of Christ??#6 (p. 104) 
And the worst of your behaviour is that you are led to anyone who offers 
to introduce a misleading innovation or contrary practice for you, and you 
accept it. (p. 105) 

Like someone who invents the Fast of Nineveh and the Fast of the Virgins, 
and the preparation for feasts by fasting.?°” (p. 105) 

Similar to what the Metropolitan of Samarqand legislated; he forbade the 
consumption of pigeon meat, explaining about it that the Holy Spirit 
descended in the form of a dove.?8 (p. 106) 

That [the Apostle Paul] in his epistles cursed Christ utterly. (p. 106) 

If you have found in any book Paul’s words: ‘All who are crucified are 
cursed’;239 he leaves the accusation but I will not. (p. 107) 

The Council of Nicea was split, some accused others of unbelief, and they 
cursed one another; he adduces as evidence for this the division of the 
Melkites, the Nestorians and the Jacobites. 

Otherwise there is no meaning to his words: ‘Only the one who descended 
from heaven ascended into heaven’.**° (p. 108) 

If he had descended from heaven incarnate, he would not have become 
incarnate from Mary. (p. 109) 

Christ made the statement in the form of a question not a statement, saying: 
‘Was I before Abraham?’2*! (p. 109) 

Or the obscurity was in Syriac. (p. 10) 


236 IfJesus had been before Abraham as he says in John 8:58, he would have been invoked by 
Abraham and other prophets. 


237 Such observances as these do not go back to the beginning of Christian history but were 


instituted at various stages in the history of the Church. The Fast of Nineveh is a three- 
day fast in the weeks preceding Lent that was instituted in the sixth century, and the Fast 
of the Virgins is a three-day fast following Epiphany that was instituted in the seventh 
century (see R. Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus, vol. 2, Oxford, 1901, col. 3380 under f and 
y respectively). Both are particularly observed in the East Syrian Church. ‘Abd al-Jabbar 
also mentions these two fasts (Tathbit, p. 87). 


238 This injunction must have been well-known, because ‘Abd al-Jabbar also mentions that 


a metropolitan of Samarqand forbade the eating of fowl (firakh)—not pigeon meat as 
here—for the same reason that the Holy Spirit descended as a dove (Tathbit, p. 127). 


239 © Galatians 3:13. 
240 John 3:13. 
241 Cf. John 8:58. 
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Matthew said that he was the son of David, son of Abraham.24? And the son 
of Abraham would not have been before him. (p. 110) 

‘We have clung to ten ambiguous references in the Gospel and letters, and 
they belie the twenty thousand references.’?48 (p. 110) 

The statement of the Gospel: ‘The Word became flesh’? is either that the 
writer erroneously omitted from it the word ‘not’ or ‘of’ or ‘in’, so that the 
supposition is: ‘The Word did not become flesh’, or ‘Part of the Word became 
flesh, or ‘The Word indwelt the flesh’. (p. 111) 

Otherwise, the Word, who is the Son of God, did not change into flesh. (p. 111) 
John mentions miracles that the others from the three evangelists do not 
mention,2*5 and also reports what the Baptist said differently from what 
Matthew and Luke report about it, while Mark reports nothing about it at 
all.246 Thus, each one says isolated things, and has possibly been mistaken 
in it or not been right about it. (p. 12) 

Christ did not come after the Baptist, so by his words, ‘The one who comes 
after me is more powerful than I’,24” he meant someone other than Christ. 
(p. 13) 

Matthew says that Christ rose from among the dead on the evening of the 
Saturday, which is in the morning of Sunday, while his colleagues say he rose 
on the Sunday.?4* This is wrong and at variance. (p. 114) 

Christ did not rise on earth for three days, as he said. (p. 114) 
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Matthew 1:1. 

This refers back to ‘Ali’s earlier comment about finding in the New Testament twenty 
thousand verses that attest to Jesus’s humanity, and only about ten ambiguous verses that 
refer to his divinity, above, pp. 122-123. 

John 1:14. 

E.g. Jesus changing water into wine at the wedding in Cana in Galilee (John 2:-10), and 
raising Lazarus from the dead (John 11:38—44), which are exclusive to John. 

According to John 1:19-28, when John the Baptist is questioned by the deputation who 
come out from Jerusalem, he attests to himself and to the coming of Jesus. By contrast, 
according to Matthew 3:7-10 and Luke 3:7—9, he warns the crowds who come out to him 
about repentance. Mark is silent. 

Matthew 3:11. 

Matthew 281-6 describes how the two women who go to Jesus’s tomb at dawn on the 
Sunday are told by an angel that he has already risen. Mark 16:9 says that Jesus rose on the 
Sunday morning, and Luke 24:1-8 says that Jesus rose ‘on the third day’, though John 20:1-2 
describes how Mary Magdalen visited the tomb before dawn on the Sunday morning and 
found it already empty. 
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Matthew reports that the two thieves mocked Christ, while Luke reports that 
one of them rebuked the other.?*9 (pp. 115-116) 

John reports that neither of them spoke to him.?°° (p. 116) 

Mark says nothing.?5! (116) 

Among the contradictions is that the Hebrew Psalm says: ‘God rose up in the 
gathering of the gods’#°? and in the Syriac: ‘gathering of the angels’. (p. 117) 
David says: ‘Man whom you have commanded; and Paul, when he witnesses 
to this, ‘Man whom you have guided’.2°3 (p. 118) 

Abimelech was the priest who laid before David the bread of the offering,?5* 
as is in the Books of Kings, not Abiathar his son, as Christ said.2°5 (p. 118) 
His birth was not a universal joy for the Jews or the nations.?°° (p. 119) 

He was not the saviour of the Jews, even though it was said, ‘This day a 
saviour has been born for you.*” (p. 119) 

If the crucifixion of Christ was according to the will of God and of Christ as 
something necessary for the liberation of the world from sin and death, then 
Satan and the Jews had a part in this noble deed. But if Christ was forced and 
compelled in this, then he should be condemned not praised. (p. 119) 

The Jews should be allowed to plead on their own behalf on the day of res- 
urrection that they only intended and acted so that God should be pleased 
with it. (p. 120) 

And no one has forced upon you an argument like me. (p. 120) 

You work a piece of wood with your hands and then you hang it around your 
necks. (p. 121) 

Zaradusht and others called to something other than Christianity without 
covetousness or fear. (p. 122) 
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Matthew 27:44 refers to the two thieves taunting Jesus, and Luke 23:39—-41 describes how 
one thief rebukes the other for taunting Jesus. 

John 19:18 refers only to the two thieves being crucified together with Jesus. 

Mark 15:27 also refers only to the thieves being crucified together with Jesus, though in 
15:32 they both taunt him. 

Psalm 81:1. 

This is possibly Psalm 8:4, quoted in Hebrews 2:6 (traditionally attributed to Paul), though 
the verbs there, ‘be mindful of’ and ‘remember’, are not close to the versions here. 
1Samuel 21:1-6. 

Mark 2:26. 

Cf. Luke 2:10. 

Luke 2:11. 


Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla, Introduction 


The second work that ‘Ali wrote with Christians in mind, Kitab al-din wa- 
l-dawla, is quite different in tone and content from his Radd ‘ala |-Nasara, 
which it post-dates by five years at the most, and twice mentions. Whereas 
the earlier work is a direct attack on the coherence of Christian doctrines and 
their agreement with the text of scripture (and to some extent a criticism of the 
consistency between different parts of the Gospels), this is a demonstration 
of the prophetic status of Muhammad, attested by his personal qualities, his 
ability to make prophecies and perform miracles, the holiness of his immediate 
followers as leaders of the community and, impressively, the attestation to him 
and Islam of some 130 passages from the Bible. The work fits into the genre of 
dala@il al-nubuwwa, ‘proofs of prophethood’, and is one of the earliest surviving 
instances. Like the Radd, it remains something ofa unique example ofits genre, 
although a surprising number of later authors made use of the biblical proof- 
texts it contains, and through them it became an integral constituent of some 
prophetic apologetic traditions within Islam. 

At the end of the work, ‘Ali explicitly says that he has named it Kitab al- 
din wa-l-dawla. While he does not explain this in so many words, what he says 
about it at this point gives an idea of what he means by it: 


In this book of mine, which I have named The Book of Religion and Empire, 
the error and pointlessness of Judaism and the infamies and errors of 
dualism and fatalism have been fully set out, so that the reader will see 
clearly that they have been totally shattered and darkened over, and that 
the luminous light and the guiding belief is Islam alone. Blessings to God 
for the way he has guided me, and to his servant and caliph Ja‘far al- 
Mutawakkil ‘ala Llah, Commander of the Faithful (may God prolong his 
life), for what he has firmly brought me to, and has drawn me and others 
of the protected people to by his attracting and alarming, his esteeming 
and appreciating all people together. For this reason, I have made the first 
part of this book of mine into a description of what my understanding has 
attained from his excellent qualities, the effects of his graciousness, the 
friendliness of his government, the success of his empire, the abundance 
of his conquests and the duties incumbent upon the people of the faith 
and upon those who are protected to love him, obey him and thank him! 


1 Below, pp. 472-473. 


© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 | DOI: 10.1163/9789004309555_006 


KITAB AL-DIN WA-L-DAWLA, INTRODUCTION 171 


He makes clear that he regards the rule of Islam as having succeeded ear- 
lier religions,? and within Islam the success of the ‘Abbasids and of the Caliph 
al-Mutawakkil is palpable testimony that by the will of God there has been a 
change for the better in both faith and temporal rule. ‘Ali seems to have in the 
forefront of his mind a sense of the revolving of events and the replacement of 
one state of affairs by another® as an inevitable eventuality of God’s providen- 
tial oversight to make the present rule the climax of an historical progression 
that stretches back through history. 

He underlines this understanding in his comments earlier in the book on 
the prophecy of Daniel about Nebuchadnezzar’s vision of the statue (Daniel 


2igi-a5): 


[Daniel] has certified all the prophecies and testified that they are all 
about Muhammad (peace be upon him) and not about any other. He has 
announced that the last of the empires and kingdoms is the empire that 
the God of heaven will establish, that it will possess all the realms of the 
earth and that it will stand for ever and ever and will not leave any other 
kingdom or rule without crushing it and destroying it.+ 


The empire of Muhammad, which is evidently embodied in the dynasty of the 
‘Abbasids, is the final form of rule and it will not be superseded. 

The concise title that ‘Ali has given his work is therefore very eloquent of 
its intention. Suitable English translations might be ‘The book of religion and 
revolution or ‘The book of religion and regime’, though since Mingana’s original 
‘Book of religion and empire’ has an enviable ring to it, there is no good reason 
to abandon it. 


The Authenticity of Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla 


There can be no doubt that Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla is an ancient work and that 
it was written by ‘Ali ibn Rabban al-Tabani. Evidence that has come to light only 
in recent years removes any uncertainty about this, and silences any lurking 
criticisms about its authenticity or its authorship. 


2 Christianity is signally absent from the religions ‘Ali lists. 

3 Cf. Lane, Lexicon, Book 1, p. 934: dawla, ‘A turn, mutation, change, or vicissitude of time, or 
fortune, from an unfortunate and evil, to a good and happy state and condition’. 

4 Below, pp. 422-423. 
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Not long after Alphonse Mingana brought the work to scholarly attention in 
the early 1920s, first a translation published in 1922 and then an edition pub- 
lished in 1923, the Jesuit Paul Peeters raised doubts about it and insinuated that 
it might be a nineteenth century forgery.> This was in a review of the edition, 
and Peeters did not go into details. In the same year another Jesuit, Maurice 
Bouyges, also raised doubts about the work,® and then in a substantial essay 
published in 1925 he produced a series of arguments against its authenticity.’ 
Both scholars continued to maintain their positions, and Bouyges added fur- 
ther lengthy comments as late as 1949, this despite announcing in 1935 the 
discovery of the unique manuscript of the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara, which is cited 
twice in the Din wa-dawla: he refused to admit that the work he had discovered 
and the one cited were the same.? Since these attacks of Peeters and Bouyges, 
no further arguments have been added to theirs, though their denial of the work 
has meant that generations of scholars have ignored it and an air of uncertainty 
has hovered around it. 

The arguments put forward by Bouyges (Peeters relies on what can only be 
called circumstantial possibilities) are all incidental, identifying mainly minor 
problems in the text and elements that he did not think could reflect the period 
from which the work supposedly dates. He was not able to come up with a 
decisive argument or item of evidence, though the accumulation of details in 
his two essays was enough to ensure that the work has never received the full 
critical attention it deserves. 

These difficulties aside, there is not only persuasive but now conclusive evi- 
dence to situate the work in the early medieval period and to attribute it to ‘Ali 
al-Tabani. These are so substantial that there can no longer be any doubt about 
it. 


5 Fora brief but complete account of the controversy raised by the publication of the work and 
the main participants in it, see S. Schmidtke, ‘Abi al-Husayn al-Basri and his transmission 
of biblical materials from Kitab al-din wa-al-dawla by Ibn Rabban al-Tabari: the evidence 
from Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Mafatih al-ghayb’, Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 20 (2009) 
105-118, pp. 105-107, and Appendix 1, pp. 112-115. Peeters’s review appeared in Analecta 
Bollandiana 42 (1924) 200-202. 

6 M. Bouyges, Le ‘Kitab ad-Din wa‘d-Dawlat’ recémment édité, traduit et défendu par Mr A. Min- 
gana est-it authentique? Lettre a Monsieur le Directeur de la John Rylands Library, Manchester, 
par le Pere Maurice Bouyges S.J., Beirut, 1924. 

7 M. Bouyges, Le ‘Kitab ad-Din wa‘d-Dawlat’ recémment édité, traduit et défendu par Mr A. Min- 
gana n’est pas authentique. Seconde lettre a Monsieur le Directeur de la John Rylands Library, 
Manchester, par le Pere Maurice Bouyges S.J., Beirut, 1925. 

8 M. Bouyges, ‘Nos informations sur ‘Aliy ... at-Tabariy’,, Mélanges de l’ Université Saint-Joseph 28 
(1949-1950) 69-114. 

g M. Bouyges, ‘Aliy ibn Rabban at-Tabariy’, Der Islam 22 (1935) 120-121. 
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As early as 1888 it had been shown by Martin Schreiner that the great com- 
mentator and theologian Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209) had quoted from ‘Ali 
1-Tabari in his Mafatih al-ghayb.! These were passages containing biblical pre- 
dictions of Muhammad which al-Razi said he had taken from ‘Ibn Razin al- 
Tabar?’ (continuing the confusion over the element Rabban in ‘Ali’s name). 
They had obviously come from the Din wa-dawla, though since the existence of 
the work had not been announced—that was to come in 1898 with a descrip- 
tion in the Handlist of the Bibliotheca Lindesiana—Schreiner was understand- 
ably unable to identify their source. 

Following Peeters and Bouyges’s attacks, a number of scholars came forward 
to defend the work, but fresh evidence did not appear to prove its age until 
1941 when Moshe Perlmann made a link between al-Razi’s citations and the 
Din wa-dawlia itself. Then in 1985, Floris Sepmeijer identified a short series 
of biblical quotations from the Din wa-dawla in the fragmentary Radd la l- 
Nasara of the tenth century convert to Islam al-Hasan ibn Ayyub," and in 1986 
David Thomas traced links between biblical quotations in the work and Abu 
al-Hasan Muhammad al-‘Amin’’s (d. 992) Kitab al-i‘lam bi-manaqib al-Islam." 
These provided indicative, if not conclusive, evidence that biblical quotations 
adduced by ‘Ali were being used by Muslims for the same apologetic purpose 
in the tenth and later centuries. 

Evidence ofa more substantial kind has been brought to light only in the last 
ten years. In 2007, Camilla Adang showed that biblical passages from the Din 
wa-dawla were used by the twelfth century Shi scholar Sadid al-Din Mahmud 
ibn ‘Ali al-Himmasi al-Razi (d. after 1204; according to Shi sources he was 
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s teacher)" in his Kitab al-mungqidh min al-taqlid, written 
in 1185. In fact, al-Himmasi took his material from a much earlier work, the 
lost Kitab ghurar al-adilla of Abu l-Husayn al-Basri (d. 1045).!4 More recently, 


10 §©M. Schreiner, ‘Zur Geschichte der Polemik zwischen Juden und Mohammedanern’,, 
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 42 (1888) 591-675. 

11 Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging, p. 8. The 13 citations he lists there are actually from Al-nasiha 
Limaniyya ft fadthat al-milla l-Nasrdniyya by the twelfth century convert to Islam, Nasr 
ibn Yahya, which Sepmeijer contends incorporates much of al-Hasan’s earlier work, which 
itself is lost in its original form. 

12 __-D. Thomas, ‘Tabari’s Book of religion and empire’, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 69 
(1986) 1-7. 

13. Schmidtke, ‘Abu al-Husayn al-Basri and his transmission of biblical materials’, p. 107. 

14 C. Adang, ‘A rare case of biblical “testimonies” to the prophet Muhammad in Mu tazili 
literature: Quotations from Ibn Rabban al-Tabari’s Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla in Abi |-Husayn 
al-Basri’s Ghurar al-adilla, as preserved in a work by al-Himmasi al-Raz?’, in C. Adang, 
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in 2013 Sabine Schmidtke has shown that the thirteenth century Yemeni Zaydi 
scholar ‘Abd Allah ibn Zayd ibn Ahmad al-‘Ansi (d. 1269) independently used 
Abu |-Husayn al-Basri’s work, possibly through an intermediary source, in 
his Kitab al-mahajja t-bayda@’ fi usul al-din, and refers there to ‘Ali |-Tabari by 
name.}5 

Abit |-Husayn al-Basri was a significant though not well-known figure among 
Muslim theologians, particularly the Mu‘tazila. He was a student of the impor- 
tant Bahshami Mu‘tazili scholar ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadhani (d. 1025), though 
he found himself in fundamental disagreement with the Bahshami school (fol- 
lowers of Aba Hashim al-Jubba’i, d. 933) over the accepted proof for the exis- 
tence of God, and he published his own distinctive theological teachings. He 
was also a physician, and studied medicine and philosophy with the Christians 
Abu ‘Ali ibn Samh (d. 1027) and Abt |-Faraj ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Tayyib (d. 1043). 

Abi |-Husayn’s main theological work was Kitab tasaffuh al-adilla, a com- 
pendium of kalam topics in which he set out his own teachings.!® This drew 
criticisms while it was being written (it was never finished), and in reply he 
wrote Kitab ghurar al-adilla, presumably in the latter years of his life towards 
the mid-tenth century. 

This defence is lost, and its structure and full contents remain unknown, 
though the quotations in al-Himmasi, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and al-‘Ansi are 
extensive enough to show that it included responses to criticisms from Jews and 
probably Christians against the prophetic status of Muhammad. Al-Himmasi 
and al-‘Ansi both openly acknowledge ‘Ali al-Tabari as their ultimate source and 
Abu |-Husayn as their immediate source, while Fakhr al-Din is more reticent, 
acknowledging ‘Ali but remaining silent about Abu l-Husayn. Nevertheless, the 
substantial degree of agreement between Fakhr al-Din and al-Himmasi in both 
the vocabulary they use and the structure they follow shows that they must 
have been using the same source. Mutual dependence between any of the three 
is ruled out on the grounds that Fakhr al-Din and al-‘Ansi each use passages that 
do not appear in either of the other two scholars. 


S. Schmidtke and D. Sklare (eds), A common rationality: Mu‘tazilism in Islam and Judaism, 
Wiirzburg, 2007, 297-330. 

15 S.Schmidtke, ‘Biblical predictions of the Prophet Muhammad among the Zaydis of Yemen 
(6th/12th and 7th/13th centuries), Orientalia Christiana Analecta 293 (2013) 221-240. 

16 Some of these teachings, in which he expressed his disagreement with the received views 
of the Bahshami Mutazila, were quoted by the thirteenth century Coptic author al-Nushw’ 
Abi Shakir ibn al-Rahib in his Kitab al-burhan, leading some modern scholars to identify 
wrongly Abi al-Husayn as an otherwise unknown Nestorian Christian who was arguing 
against Mu‘tazili doctrine; see CMR 2, pp. 665-666. 
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Taking, then, these three as independent witnesses to Abt |-Husayn’s Ghu- 
rar al-adilla, it appears that the tenth century author used only a small frac- 
tion of the passages in the Din wa-dawla. Al-Himmasi, who gives more than 
either of the other two, quotes fourteen in all, less than a tenth of ‘Ali’s total. 
Of these, eight are from Isaiah and the remainder from various other prophets. 
Fakhr al-Din gives no more than eight, including three not given by al-Himmasi, 
and al-‘Ansi eleven, including two that the others do not give. This suggests 
that, unless they were all cutting down the number in Abu |-Husayn or using 
intermediary sources where this had already been done, the number of quo- 
tations they found in their source was already drastically reduced from ‘Ali's 
original work. There was apparently nothing from the Psalms, little from the 
Minor Prophets and, surprisingly, nothing from Daniel, whose visions were 
favourites as sources of predictions of the political and religious events that 
were to occur. 

The point remains, however, that this eleventh century Mu‘tazili theologian 
drew on the Din wa-dawla for biblical prophecies of Muhammad and Islam, 
turning them to his own purpose. Whether he edited ‘Ali’s work himself or 
made use of a lost intermediary,!” his explicit acknowledgement of ‘Ali as his 
source leaves no doubt that the Din wa-dawla was already in existence and that 
‘Ali was known as its author. 

As though this is not convincing enough evidence, a further material item 
provides decisive proof that the Din wa-dawla predates the modern period, 
when Peeters and Bouyges say it was created. This is a second manuscript copy 
of the text that has come to light only in the last few years. According to its 
colophon, it was made in 1754 (1168 A.H.), at least a century before the Manch- 
ester John Rylands manuscript was brought to general scholarly attention by 
Alphonse Mingana. There is every reason to think that it is a slavish copy of the 
John Rylands manuscript itself, which means that this manuscript would pre- 
date it. The existence of the later copy, of which neither Mingana nor his critics 
were aware, adds a final and decisive proof of the antiquity of the work. 


17 The four quotations in al-‘Amiri, two of which correspond to al-Himmasi and Fakhr al- 
Din, may possibly attest to an abbreviated listing made from ‘Ali’s original before Abu 
l-Husayn’s time. 
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Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla is a demonstration and defence of the prophethood 
of Muhammad. ‘Ali says that he is directing it against people who deny this, 
particularly pagan Arabs, Christians and Jews (mushriku l-Arab wa-hamalat 
al-Kitab),® though the great majority of its arguments either presuppose the 
kinds of objections raised by Christians, and to some extent Jews, or assume 
that the People of the Book will acknowledge their validity. It does not appear 
to be directed against any particular group or individual, but rather against 
the followers of Christianity and Judaism in general, who voice the kind of 
objections he attempts to answer. He gives more detail about this point in 
his introduction to the work. There, he specifies three objections made by 
Christians to Muhammad’s prophethood: that no earlier prophet foretold his 
coming, that he performed no miracles and gave no prophecies to prove his 
prophethood, and that no prophet would come after Christ.!9 These were 
common objections among Christians in the early centuries of Islam, and 
Muslim dala@il al-nubuwwa works were frequently written to rebut them. In 
composing the Din wa-dawla ‘Ali was entering into a heated controversial fray 
(in which his work, however, proved of little use, because from what can be told 
it was entirely ignored by Christians). 

‘Ali makes clear at both the beginning and the end that he wrote the 
work during the caliphate of al-Mutawakkil (1. 847-861). He thanks the caliph 
for the guidance he has received from him, and although he does not say 
in so many words that he has composed the work under the caliph’s direc- 
tion, he suggests that al-Mutawakkil approves of books such as this and 
encourages them to be written.2° This raises the distinct possibility that 
the work was connected with al-Mutawakkil’s measures against the dhim- 
mis, as Mingana suggests.” As recorded by the historian Abu Ja‘far al-Tabani, 
these included the destruction of newly-built churches, the obliteration of 
graves, the removal of Christian officials from senior public positions, and the 
imposition of distinctive clothing and of distinguishing marks on houses.?? 


18 See below, pp. 224-231 and also pp. 434-445, where ‘Ali goes into some detail about 
objections from Christians in particular. 

19 See below, pp. 224-225. 

20 See below, pp. 204-207. 

21 Mingana, Religion and empire, pp. viii-ix. 

22 Abii Ja‘far al-Tabari, Tarikh al-rusul wa-l-muliuk, ed. M. de Goeje et al., Annales, Leiden, 
1879-1901, part 3, pp. 1389-1390; trans. J.L. Kraemer, Incipient decline (The history of al- 
Tabari 34), Albany NY, 1989, pp. 89-94. 
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They were first published in 849-850, soon after the caliph’s accession, and they 
were renewed in 853-854.?3 

There is nothing explicitly stated in the Dim wa-dawla to link it with these 
oppressive impositions, except ‘Ali’s reference to al-Mutawakkil’s keenness 
about advocating the superiority of Islam over other religions and about pub- 
lishing arguments to support this.2* But the one date that is given in the 
work does relate it chronologically to al-Mutawakkil’s renewal of them. This 
comes towards the end of the discussion of prophecies from Daniel, where 
‘Ali says that ‘from Christ to this year of ours there have been 867 years’.25 
Mingana adjusts this by explaining that ‘Ali may have been 12 years out, mak- 
ing the actual date of writing 855, a mistake that would have resulted from 
his acceptance that dates in general were 12 years more than they really 
were (it was thought that Muhammad had been born in the year 892 of the 
Seleucid era, the calendar used by Eastern Christians at this time, added to 
which was a discrepancy of two years between the Eastern and Western cal- 
endars).26 

If 855 is taken as the year in which ‘Ali completed the Din wa-dawla, this 
would place it about five years after the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara, and make it a 
composition of ‘Ali’s old age. There are some indications that it may not have 
been completely finished. 

The most glaring of these is a reference towards the beginning to a part of 
the work that does not seem to have been realised: ‘Concerning what pertains 
to the Jews and others beside them, in the fourth part I have set out teaching 
about it briefly but without omission.’ There is no fourth part in any formal 
sense, nor any part in which the Jews or Judaism are refuted in detail or at 
length. There are passing references to the Jews, and towards the end there is 
a short paragraph describing Jewish beliefs among those of a number of other 
faiths,2® but there is no more than this in the work as it has come down. The 
puzzlement is compounded by a remark in the conclusion where ‘Ali says that 
in this book ‘the error and pointlessness of Judaism and the infamies and errors 
of dualism and fatalism have been fully set out’.29 This also appears to point 
to a full account of Judaism. The inevitable conclusion must be that unless a 


23 Abu jJa‘far al-Tabani, Tarikh, p. 1419; trans. Kraemer, Incipient decline, p. 128. 
24 ~~ See below, pp. 206-207. 

25 See below, pp. 422-423. 

26 Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 138, n.1. 

27 See below, pp. 218-219. 

28 See below, pp. 466-467. 

29 ~~ See below, pp. 472-473. 
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whole section of the Din wa-dawla has dropped out leaving no trace of where 
it originally stood, ‘Ali’s plan was not realised in full. 

This conclusion is confirmed by another statement of intention made just 
before this, where ‘Ali says that he will show how Christian doctrines diverge 
from Christian scripture, describe the beliefs of the main denominations and 
adduce 130 arguments from the prophetic books, together with arguments of 
other kinds.?° This is realised in part, though there is nothing substantial on 
inconsistencies between Christian scripture and doctrine or on the Christian 
denominations. 

Other incidental discrepancies are pointed out by Mingana, mainly sen- 
tences that appear to be out of place,?! while a third major awkwardness is 
the distribution of sections within the work. As it has come down, it consists 
of an introduction and ten chapters. Nine of these are taken up with discus- 
sions about the merits and actions of Muhammad and his successors, while 
the tenth comprises 16 sections on biblical prophecies and related topics and 
occupies about a half of the whole book. Surely something is not right here. It is 
understandable that in a first draft an author could find a whole series of topics 
accumulating into a single unit so that it becomes disproportionately long, as 
here. But then in successive drafts he will try to reshape the structure to remove 
the lack of balance. This has not happened in the Din wa-dawla. 

It is possible that over time the work underwent forms of editing that pro- 
duced the anomalies present in the one extant manuscript and its close copy— 
the later works that draw on it all use texts from the tenth chapter alone, and 
thus offer no guidance. But it is equally possible that, as Mingana suggests,32 
the work as it is now known is a transcript from a first draft that was still in a 
relatively rough form. 

If this is so, mentions of otherwise unknown individuals, such as a certain al- 
Fakhir, who wrote a work in which he compared the Arabian tribes of Qahtan 
and ‘Adnan,?? the ‘rude, vicious, ignorant Jarmaqany,** a Christian who held 
a contrary view about Abraham’s son Ishmael, and Marcus the translator, 
who appears without introduction as the author of three interpretations of 
passages from the Old Testament,*° can be explained as aides-memoire that ‘Ali 
intended to explain more fully later. It is possible that he never did this because 


30 See below, pp. 218-219. 

31 + Mingana, Religion and empire, p. xvii and footnotes. 
32  Mingana, Religion and empire, p. xvii. 

33 See below, pp.220-221. 

34 See below, pp. 332-333. 
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he did not survive long enough. The work was certainly passed down to enable 
scholars such as the Mu‘tazili Abt al-Husayn al-Basri and the convert Nasr ibn 
Yahya (and possibly al-Hasan ibn Ayyub) to make use of its repertory of biblical 
verses. But it may not have come to public attention in anything approaching 
a final, polished form. 

As it stands, Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla can be divided into four main sections 
(though these are not marked). The first comprises the introductory matter, 
which is a form of theoretical discussion about the criteria for judging the 
reliability of accounts that have come down from earlier times. After describing 
the circumstances in which he wrote the book (namely his desire to show 
that earlier prophets foretold Muhammad, even though the People of the Book 
repudiate this), the unsatisfactory nature of earlier attempts of this kind, and 
the active encouragement of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil to write, he briefly 
explains the procedure he will follow. This is to prove that the reports about 
Muhammad that are accepted by Muslims are reliable on the same grounds 
as the reports about other prophets that are accepted by the People of the 
Book.3® Thus, his intention is to demonstrate that Muhammad fulfils all the 
qualifications for prophethood, just like the prophets of the Bible, and must 
therefore be acknowledged in the same way as them. 

‘Ali follows this with what must be regarded as a rather pedestrian account 
of the different forms of report: those that are universally true, those that 
are false, those that are true among certain groups of people, and those that 
appear convincing but only because they play upon the emotions or trick the 
senses. Then he moves on to ways of discriminating between reports, which 
is to test them according to what is rational and civilised. Thus, the obscene 
practices of the Zoroastrians, the self-contradictory beliefs of the Christians, 
and the activities of pre-Islamic Arabian tribes—all these are self-evidently 
wrong. On the other hand, ten characteristics of Muhammad compiled from 
‘the testimonies of truth and measurements of consequence’ (shahadat al- 
haqq wa-maqayis al-‘ibar), attest to unimpeachable qualities in him that are 
comparable only with those of Christ and compel acknowledgement of him as 
a prophet.3” 

The introduction is concluded with one of the most revealing passages in the 
book. Here, ‘Ali enquires into the reasons why Christians in particular refuse to 
accept Muhammad, and itemises three: no earlier prophets foretold him; there 
is no mention in the Quran of any miracle or prophecy by him; there were to 
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be no prophets after Christ.3 It can be seen from the remainder of the Din wa- 
dawla that ‘Ali takes each of these with considerable seriousness and replies to 
them in detail. In fact, they can be understood as the immediate reasons for the 
book—possibly lurking in ‘Al’s mind from past times—and for his decision to 
write it. 

He ends the introduction with some immediate responses to these three 
objections, such as that some prophets accepted by Christians were themselves 
not foretold and others did not perform miracles, while prophets after Christ 
are actually referred to in the New Testament.®° Here he shows concisely that 
Christians can have no legitimate objections to Muhammad because every- 
thing they say is contradicted by their own scriptures. They express their usual 
flawed views that can be silenced by a few apposite arguments drawn from 
their own sources. But the rest of the Din wa-dawla is intended as a considered, 
maybe final, response to these superficial but persistent objections. 

The second of the four main sections into which the Din wa-dawla can be 
divided comprises chapters 1-8. Chapters 1-7 are all concerned with Muham- 
mad himself, and are clearly aimed against objections that he did not perform 
miracles or make any prophecies. 

Chapter 1 comprises quotations from the Qur'an to show that Muhammad's 
message was the same as that of Abraham and other prophets, of a God who 
is one, omnipotent and just. This is followed in chapter 2 by further Quran 
quotations and stories about Muhammad to show the moral excellence of 
his teachings and of the regulations he delivered to the Muslim community. 
The point of these is to make clear that he stands in the line of Abraham 
and other prophets, and that he gave doctrinal and ethical teachings that 
bear serious comparison with theirs, marking out Islam as a comprehensive 
religious system. In addition, stories about Muhammad’s own simplicity of life 
leave no doubt that he embodied these teachings in himself—they ‘show that 
the one who delivered them was rightly directed, infallible, modest, submissive, 
not a borrower, a usurper or a joker about frivolous things’.*° 

Chapter 3 comprises a long series of accounts of miracles performed by 
Muhammad, from the Night Journey and other well-known events, such as 
throwing dust to cause confusion among the Meccans at the Battle of Badr, 
causing water to flow from between his fingers, causing trees to move to cover 
his modesty, and hearing the poisoned lamb joint warn him not to eat it, to 
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less well-known miracles, including a wolf announcing that he had appeared 
in Mecca to a man whose descendants ‘Ali says he knew about in his own time. 

Chapters 4 and 5 recount prophecies of Muhammad that were realised 
in his own time and after his death. Then, in chapter 6 ‘Ali compares the 
Qur’an with the Torah, Gospel, Psalms and some of the prophetic books to 
show it surpasses them in containing everything that they each contain in 
part: ‘it has had no equal since the beginning of creation and writing on 
the page’.** ‘Ali also defends Muhammad's illiteracy as something uniquely 
endowed on him by God, just as he gave other unique characteristics to other 
prophets. Far from being a deficiency, this is a further proof that the Qur’an 
is a miracle, surpassing in eloquence the highest achievements of learned 
authors. Chapter 7 completes this group of proofs about Muhammad's person 
by arguing that his victories were signs of God’s assistance, and that they were 
given by God and not Satan because they were given to a man who condemned 
Satan. 

Chapter 8 continues the thought of this group by showing how the men 
who succeeded Muhammad as leaders of the Muslim community shared his 
characteristics of simplicity of life. ‘Ali gives anecdotal examples from the lives 
of Abt Bakr, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab and ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (there is no mention 
here of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, possibly because ‘Ali had not yet found suitable 
examples, or maybe thought it expedient in a work written for an ‘Abbasid 
caliph to refrain from praising too excessively the ancestor of the Umayyads), 
followed by ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, the one Umayyad caliph generally thought 
pious in his ways, and finally ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar.*? The examples given 
from the lives of these Muslims demonstrate how the teachings and model 
of Muhammad exerted influence on his followers, by implication setting up a 
comparison with Jesus and his disciples. 

So far in the Din wa-dawla ‘Alt has established that reports that are accepted 
within the Muslim community (he would say, that have multiple attestation) 
and that have the ring of conviction should be considered reliable, and that 
actual reports about Muhammad and his leading successors and followers 
demonstrate beyond doubt his qualities as the bringer of teachings of unsur- 
passed superiority that were also delivered by earlier prophets, his ability to 
perform miracles and predict the unseen, and the ascetic qualities of himself 
and those around him. ‘Ali has thus (at least in his own terms) gone some 
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distance in meeting the main objections made by the Christians, that Muham- 
mad possessed the qualities and stature of being a prophet in his person and 
demeanour. 

The next two chapters, 9 and 10, address another of the Christian objections, 
that no earlier prophets foretold Muhammad, and they do so in spectacular 
fashion. It was for the biblical predictions alone that the Kitab al-din wa-l- 
dawla was remembered in later times, and that caused it to be incorporated 
as a foundation element in later Muslim apologetic and polemical structures. 

In Chapter 9 ‘Ali presents a series of prophecies from Genesis about Ishmael 
that he suggests are incomplete and essentially incomprehensible unless they 
are interpreted as references to Islam. To ‘Ali himself their intention is obvious, 
and he evidently presents them here as his strongest case for biblical support 
of Islam. 

A good part of the chapter is taken up with a disagreement between ‘Ali and 
an opponent whom he calls ‘this rude Jarmaqant;*+ but does not otherwise 
identify. This presumably Christian individual had evidently heard of the links 
made between the references in Genesis and Islam and had denied them, 
raising the possibility that ‘Ali had published the substance of this part before 
in some form, written or oral—though there is no sign of it in the extant 
parts of the Radd—and had met with opposition (it is more likely, though not 
entirely certain, that this Christian was someone known personally to ‘Ali than 
an earlier individual whose objections ‘Ali was picking up). 

In Chapter 10, which is by far the longest in the book, ‘Ali gives a systematic 
series of lists of prophecies from ten Old Testament prophetic books and 
from the New Testament, including the references to the Paraclete in the 
Gospel of John and a citation from Paul, whom ‘Ali evidently does not associate 
with any wrongdoing concerning Christian doctrine or scripture. These show 
considerable ingenuity in both choice and interpretation, the latter of which 
must be ‘Ali’s own in the main. The most striking feature of the chapter is the 
way in which ‘Ali shows complete indifference to earlier Jewish and Christian 
interpretations of his chosen passages and often to the verbal integrity of the 
texts themselves. When, for example, he sees a derivative of the triliteral root 
h.m.d. he interprets the verse to refer to Muhammad because of verbal affinity, 
even when the meaning violates the structure of the passage itself. The fact that 
this series of texts and interpretations attracted no known Christian responses, 
and that it attracted little use from Muslims, with the main exception of the 
Muttazili Abu |-Husayn al-Basri and later borrowers from his GAurar al-adilla, 
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suggests that it did not command confidence among Muslims in general, and 
was not thought worthy of much attention by Christians. 

The fourth section of Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla, which is part of Chapter 10 
as the work stands, comprises four answers to specific objections raised by 
Christians. The first is one ‘Ali remembers from his uncle Abt Zakkar Yahya ibn 
Nu‘man, that he had found persuasive when he was still a Christian. It is that 
the first Muslims converted without witnessing any miraculous sign, meaning 
that the religion they were entering was not validated by God. ‘Ali’s reply is that 
many other prophets, as well as Christ himself, did not produce signs when they 
were asked to or when they were in difficulties.4 

The second objection is that the rites and regulations of Islam are wrong, 
evidently in the sense that they contravene the teachings of other existing 
religions. Following the same methods as in the previous reply, ‘Ali presents 
a long series of comparisons between key Islamic teachings and those from 
earlier prophets to show that Islam is not dramatically different in this respect 
from what preceded it.*6 

The third objection is that Muhammad changed the injunctions given by 
Moses and Jesus. In reply, ‘Ali compares teachings of the three prophets to show 
their similarities, and goes on to show how Jesus changed Moses’s teachings, 
again following the same method as before.*” 

Finally, the fourth objection is that no one other than Christ talked about 
the resurrection. ‘Ali quickly refutes this in the same way as the others, by 
citing other prophets’ teachings about God raising the dead.*® It is not easy 
to see what the actual objection is here. Either the Christian opponents who 
are supposed to have made it were ignorant of the copious teachings in the 
Qur’an about the general resurrection, as well as of the biblical references to 
other prophets that ‘Ali supplies, or there is some misunderstanding over the 
nature of the objection. A possibility is that at the root of the difference lay the 
Christian criticism that the Qur’an did not refer to the resurrection of Christ 
because it denied his crucifixion, and thereby could not give a guarantee of the 
general resurrection. But this would have become clouded somewhat, possibly 
through a deliberate desire on ‘Ali’s part to avoid discussing a problem for which 
there was no easy answer of the kind he had found for the other objections. 

While these four objections and answers do not fit neatly into the struc- 
ture of chapter 10 (and could have been something of an afterthought), their 
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presence serves the overall purpose of the Din wa-dawla well. For they show 
that Muhammad and his teachings are equivalent to earlier prophets and their 
utterances, and that Christians are inconsistent in trying to draw distinctions 
between him and others. They also convey something of the polemical heat 
that could be generated in debates, as one side made claims that left them 
exposed to the easy answers that anyone with ‘Ali’s knowledge of scripture 
could find. They even betray an element of impatient dismissiveness felt by the- 
ologians such as ‘Ali’s uncle towards this new religion that led them to under- 
estimate its potency. 

‘Ali concludes the work with an argument that was also used by others. This 
is to introduce an impartial stranger ‘from as far away as India or China’, who 
judges between the religions.*9 ‘Ali briefly summarises the main elements of 
each religion, with Islam last, and leaves it to the fair-minded reader to decide. 

Overall, then, Kitab al-din wa-l-dawia is a detailed defence of the prophetic 
status of Muhammad, based both on internal Islamic arguments, that the 
teachings of the faith command acceptance and the person of Muhammad 
commands respect and some awe, and also on external biblical arguments, that 
there are numerous predictions of him in the prophets and other books of the 
Bible, and that he stands comparison with the prophetic figures themselves. 
The implication is that anyone who is not impossibly prejudiced would appre- 
ciate the merits of Islam and see that earlier faiths were anticipating it. It is 
therefore rational to convert and become a Muslim. 

For these reasons, the work is best taken primarily as a personal statement 
about ‘Ali's own passage from Christianity to Islam, even while it is a contri- 
bution to the public debate about the credentials of Muhammad as a figure of 
virtue and a prophet. The fact that so few of its wide range of arguments were 
taken up maybe reveals that what for ‘Ali himself were cogent points in favour 
of his new faith were for others either incomprehensible or indecisive. 


49 Pp. 464-469. See S. Griffith, ‘Faith and reason in Christian kalam: Theodore Abi Qurrah on 
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Isa al-Warrdq’s ‘Against the Trinity’, Cambridge, 1992, p. 25, for the suggestion that Aba 
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‘Ali does not acknowledge any sources for the arguments he brings together in 
the work, and gives the strong impression that he has discovered the material 
himself and used it in his own original way. There are, however, some signs of 
pre-existing works present, suggesting that he is less individual and innovative 
than he first appears to be. 

The most likely sources, or maybe models, are the earlier works that ‘Ali 
mentions disparagingly at the beginning of the Din wa-dawla: ‘Some of [their 
authors] have abbreviated, curtailed and compacted their evidence, and have 
not given an explanation. Others have argued against the People of the Book in 
verse, and with things they do not recognise from their books. And others have 
packed within the covers of their books addresses to Muslims and not associ- 
ators, and have then transmitted their evidence in the most rugged discourse 
and set it far from comprehending’.©° 

Here he intimates that some earlier apologists may have attempted to refer 
to the Bible, but without convincing Christians or Jews that the texts they 
adduced were part of their scripture, and he suggests that others failed in their 
purpose because their arguments were based on evidence that only Muslims, 
but not Jews or Christians, would accept, presumably verses from the Qur’an 
and stories from uncertain sources. He may also indirectly identify one of them 
(though this is only a circumstantial connection), because it is known from Ibn 
al-Nadim that the founder of the Baghdad school of the Mu‘tazila, Bishr ibn al- 
Mu‘tamir (d. 825), wrote a book entitled simply Kitab al-hujja ft ithbat al-nabt, 
which was in verse.°! 

An example of an author who ‘abbreviated, curtailed and compacted’ his 
arguments is Abu al-Rabi‘ Muhammad ibn al-Layth, who wrote a letter on 
behalf of the Caliph Harun al-Rashid to the Byzantine Emperor Constantine VI 
in about 796.52 Given that a copy could have been made available to someone 
who was composing his work under the aegis of one of al-Rashid’s successors 
no more than 50 years later, it is not outside the realm of possibility that ‘Ali 
actually had this work in mind when he was writing. In structure it bears 
an uncanny resemblance to parts of the Din wa-dawla, including sections on 
Muhammad's actions as confirmation of his prophethood, his knowledge of 
future and past events, his miracles, the success of his mission, and predictions 
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in the Bible, all topics that ‘Ali discusses at length. However, comparison of the 
contents of these sections in the two works shows almost nothing in common, 
and in the few instances where they do share, the earlier apologist is often so 
brief that his argument must have been virtually incomprehensible to someone 
who did not already know what he was saying. For example, when he comes 
to the miracles of Muhammad, Ibn al-Layth lists them simply as follows: a 
tree that he called and it came near and it returned when he commanded it, 
a camel that complained, and a wolf that spoke,>? without any details about 
what happened or how these might have been miracles. This is the kind of 
compression that could have occasioned ‘Ali's remark, and spurred him to give 
fuller and more transparent explanations in his own work.5+ 

Evidently, none of the works ‘Ali saw had achieved the clarity of expression 
or credibility of argument that in his view would convince its intended audi- 
ence. But they could still have furnished useful material for his own apology— 
possibly elements from Muhammad’s biography, in the main—that could be 
incorporated as long as their historical reliability was defended more rigor- 
ously. While it is impossible to say whether ‘Ali used anything from these works 
that he says are unsatisfactory, it stands to reason that he may have recognised 
something in at least some of them as worth salvaging. 

Another source, if it can be regarded as that, is the thought of ‘Ali’s uncle, 
whom he names as Abi Zakkar Yahya ibn Nu‘man and claims ‘was one of 
the scholars of the people and their eloquent experts’ and ‘was famous for 
debate and skilfulness’.5> He recalls Aba Zakkar’s influence upon him when he 
was young, and recounts objections his uncle had raised against Islam, which 
appeared in a book ‘in refutation of the people of the religions’.5® These were 
that the Qur’an’s literary merits gave no indication of its divine origins and 
therefore no proof of Muhammad’s prophethood, for the reason that literary 
excellence is found among all peoples,>” and that Muhammad had not per- 
formed any miracle as evidence of his status.5 They were part of the Christian 
repertoire of objections that there was no divine guarantee of Muhammad's 
claim to prophethood, either in the Qur’an or any of his actions. ‘Ali had clearly 
been persuaded by them at one time, but now he disagreed. Certainly, the last 
of the four sections of the Din wa-dawla is an explicit reply to his uncle’s main 
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point, and the rest could also be seen as an attempt to rebut it. If Abu. Zakkar’s 
lost work was not a source, it must nevertheless have been a definite stimulus 
for ‘Al’s apology and formative influence upon it. 

Reliance upon earlier sources is most evident in Chapters 2-6, on aspects 
of Muhammad’s character and actions, where many of the stories told to illus- 
trate his virtues can be paralleled in the prophetic biographies of Ibn Ishaq, 
Ibn Sa‘d and the historian Abt Ja‘far al-Tabari, and in major Hadith collec- 
tions,°? though, as Alphonse Mingana points out, there is no sufficient verbal 
correspondence between the Din wa-dawla and any of them to indicate direct 
dependence.®° It would appear that these traditions were gleaned indepen- 
dently by ‘Ali and other Muslim scholars of this period from earlier sources, 
where they appeared in forms that the authors whose works are extant adopted 
for their own individual purposes. A comparison of the first few anecdotes 
about the miracles attributed to Muhammad as they appear in the Din wa- 
dawla and in Ibn Ishaq’s Sira and Ibn Sa‘d’s Al-tabaqat al-kabir illustrates this. 

The first is Muhammad’s miracle of replacing the broken sword of ‘Ukkasha 
ibn Mihsan. Ibn Ishaq recounts it as follows: 


‘Ukkasha ibn Mihsan ibn Hurthan al-Asadi, ally of Banu ‘Abd Shams, 
fought at Badr until his sword was broken (ingata‘a) in his hand. He came 
to the apostle who gave him a wooden cudgel (jidhlan min hatab) telling 
him to fight with that. When he took it he brandished it and it became in 
his hand a long, strong, gleaming sword, and he fought with it until God 
gave victory to the Muslims. The sword was called al-‘Awn and he had it 
with him in all the battles he fought with the apostle until finally he was 
killed in the rebellion, still holding it. 


Ibn Sa‘d tells the story very briefly: 


‘Ukkasha ibn Mihsan’s sword was broken (ingata‘a) on the day of Badr, so 
the Messenger of God gave him a stem from a tree ( jidhlan min shajara). 
In his hand this again became a sharp sword of pure steel, strong in 
power.®2 
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By contrast, ‘Ali’s version is detailed and dramatic: 


‘Ukkasha ibn Mihsan’s sword was shattered (inkasara) on the day of Badr, 
and he said, ‘Messenger of God, my sword is shattered’ So he (peace be 
upon him) took a piece of firewood® (jidhlan min hatab) and gave it to 
him, saying, ‘Shake it’, so ‘Ukkasha shook it and it became a sword. He 
went forward wielding it, and after this it never left him.®+ 


There is evident correspondence between the three accounts, and it might be 
thought that ‘Ali’s version is based on one of the others. But the variation in 
significant items of vocabulary, and particularly the absence from ‘Ali’s version 
of the vivid description of the new sword that is given by Ibn Ishag and Ibn Sa‘d 
tends to negate this. 

Other shared accounts show the same basic common features and signifi- 
cant differences in detail, for example the story of the calf calling out as it is 
being prepared for slaughter by the Banu Ghifar. According to Ibn Sa‘d, it bel- 
lows out the following: Amr najth! Sa’th yasihu bi-lisan fasih bi-Makka;® while 
according to ‘Ali, the words are: Amr najth! S@ih yasihu bi-Makka, ‘A propitious 
event! Someone is crying out in Mecca,®* omitting the doctrinally important 
phrase ‘in an eloquent tongue’ and lacking the rounded fullness of the saj‘ in 
the longer version. If ‘Ali had been copying from Ibn Sa‘d it is unlikely that he 
would have left out any part (unless the phrase has dropped out in the trans- 
mission of his text). 

Other instances resemble these, suggesting that ‘Ali and other authors of 
the time were independently making use of what must have been a common 
stock of stories about Muhammad that may well have circulated outside any 
fixed contextual frameworks. This is supported by the fact that al-Bukhari sets 
the story of the calf bellowing out in an account by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab of 
a man sacrificing a calf to an idol, and a harsher voice than ‘Umar had ever 
heard breathing out the words to the man making the sacrifice: Ya jalth, amr 
najth! Rajul fasth yaqulu: La ilaha illa anta (‘Eh you brash rogue, a propitious 
event! An eloquent man says “There is no god but You”).°” Here the important 
words have been altered drastically in order to make their purpose explicit, and 
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despite the emphasis on the harshness of the voice, the rasping alliteration that 
can be appreciated in Ibn Sa‘d’s version is largely lost. 

It therefore seems likely that ‘Ali would have taken these and his other 
examples about Muhammad from sources he discovered for himself, possibly 
some of the earlier dala’il works he disparaged at the beginning of his own, 
possibly isolated prophetic traditions (it is surprising how often the wording of 
his versions of Hadiths agree with the canonical collections, which would have 
been in the process of compilation at about the time he was writing the Din wa- 
dawla). Whatever these were, his construction of them into a hagiographical 
account of Muhammad is one of the earliest that survive, and there is every 
indication that it is his own. 

The other place in the Din wa-dawla where ‘Ali could have used pre-existing 
written sources is in his long and elaborate analysis in Chapters 9 and 10 of 
biblical verses that refer to Muhammad and Islam. He gives no indication 
whatsoever of any borrowing here, and in such references as the comparisons 
he has made between the translations of some verses by a certain Marcus and 
the Septuagint and Hebrew originals to a reading in the Syriac text,°* to his own 
numerical interpretation ofa prophecy in Daniel which gives him a convincing 
dating,®? and to the numerological significance of ‘Paraclete’ in John’s Gospel,”° 
he strongly implies that he himself has brought together the interpretations of 
the passages, and therefore the passages themselves. However, matters may not 
be as simple as this. 

Some years ago, Camilla Adang made a comparison between 29 biblical 
passages common to ‘Ali's Din wa-dawla and his younger contemporary Abu 
Muhammad ‘Abd Allah ibn Qutayba’s (828-889) A‘am (also known as Dalal) 
al-nubuwwa.” She observes that while many of the verses cited by Ibn Qutayba 
follow the versions given by ‘Ali verbatim or very closely, some differ in wording 
and others do not correspond at all, leading her to conclude that Ibn Qutayba 
was using another source, either in addition to ‘Ali or instead of him. Ifthe latter, 
‘Ali could have used this source as well. 

Support for this discovery is given by Sabine Schmidtke, who examines 
17 biblical passages quoted in chapter 3 of Kitab ithbat nubuwwat al-nabi of 
the Zaydi Imam Abu |-Husayn Ahmad ibn al-Husayn ibn Harun al-Buthani, 
al-Mu’ayyad bi-Llah (944-1020), a student of the Mut‘tazili ‘Abd al-Jabbar 


68 Below, pp. 326-327, 354-355, 360-361. 

69 _ Below, pp. 420-423. 

70 ~~ Below, pp. 424-427. 

71 C. Adang, Muslim writers on Judaism & the Hebrew Bible, from Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm, 
Leiden, 1996, pp. 148-150, and also Appendix Two, pp. 264-266. 
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(d. 1025).”2 These passages correspond in part to those given by ‘Ali and in part 
to those given by Ibn Qutayba, although some are not present in either author, 
pointing to the existence of an independent source, and strengthening the case 
for one or more early sources on which ‘Ali and Ibn Qutayba could each sepa- 
rately have drawn. 

An example will help illustrate the complexity in these relationships. When 
he cites Psalm 149 (which became a favourite proof text among later Muslim 
polemicists), ‘Ali cites only verses 4-9 and omits verses 1-3 completely (possi- 
bly the references to Israel and Zion in verse 2 are too explicit to be interpreted 
away). Ibn Qutayba, however, quotes verses 1-2 and 4-8,”8 and in the overlap- 
ping passage there are only a few correspondences: thus, in ‘Ali’s translation 
verse 4 reads ‘For the Lord is pleased with his people, and has bestowed sal- 
vation on the poor’ (min ajli anna L-Rabb irtaha li-shabihi wa-tatawwala ‘ala 
t-masakin bi-l-khalas),’4 while Ibn Qutayba’s reads ‘Because God has chosen to 
himself his community and given it victory, and strengthened the pious among 
them with honour’ (min ajli anna Llah istafa lahu ummatahu wa-a‘tahu l-nasr 
wa-shaddada l-salihin minhum bi-l-karama)” Clearly, there is no sign of depen- 
dence.”6 

Against this, in their translations of other verses either ‘Ali and Ibn Qutayba 
are in full agreement or it is easy to see why, on grounds of doctrine or style, 
one differs from the other. For example, ‘Ali quotes Deuteronomy 18:18 as ‘I will 
raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers’ (inni muqim 
lahum nabiyyan mithlaka min bayn ikhwatihim),”” and Ibn Qutayba as ‘I will 
raise up for the People of Israel a prophet from among their brothers like you 
and I will place my word in his mouth’ (inni ugimu li-Bani Isratl nabbiyyan min 


72  §.Schmidtke, ‘Biblical predictions of the Prophet Muhammad among the Zaydis of Iran’, 
Arabica 59 (2012) 218-266. 

73  Adang, Muslim writers, p. 271 (a translation of the quotation of Ibn Qutayba’s Alam in Ibn 
al-Jawzi, Al-waf@ bi-ahwal al-mustafa, ed. C. Brockelmann, ‘bn Gauzi’s Kitab fi fada@il al- 
Mustafa nach der Leidener Handschrift untersucht’, in F. Delitzsche and P. Haupt (eds), 
Beitrdige zur Assyriologie und semitischen Sprachwissenschaft III, Leipzig, 1898, 2-59). An 
edition of the relevant parts of the Alam, based on a manuscript recently discovered in 
Dar al-kutub al-zahiriyya, Damascus, can be found in S. Schmidtke, ‘The Muslim reception 
of biblical materials. Ibn Qutayba and his Alam al-nubuwwa’, Islam and Christian-Muslim 
Relations 22 (2011) 249-274. The text of this Psalm is on p. 255. 

74 Below, pp. 348-349. 

75  Schmidtke, ‘The Muslim reception of biblical materials’, p. 255. 

76 The quotation of this Psalm given by Ibn al-Layth, Risdla, p. 57 (text), agrees almost 
completely with Ibn Qutayba. 

77 Below, pp. 340-341. 
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ikhwatihim mithlaka wa-aj alu kalami ‘ala famihi).”® This might suggest that Ibn 
Qutayba is using ‘Ali directly, and just changing the unspecific ‘for them’ in ‘Ali's 
version (which accurately reflects the biblical text) to ‘for the People of Israel’ 
in the interests of clarity. However, Ibn Qutayba’s more accurate continuation, 
‘T will place my word in his mouth’, against which ‘Ali has ‘and whichever man 
does not hear my words which this man will relay in my name, I will avenge 
myself upon him’ excludes this. Assuming that the texts of the two works have 
not been altered by copyists, the conclusion to which this comparison points 
is that in at least some of their biblical quotations neither could have been 
directly using the other but that they were using different translations. In many 
places these translations agreed with each other or were very close, but in 
others they did not correspond.”9 

The situation is further complicated by the form of the proof-texts that 
appear in al-Mu’ayyad bi-Llah’s Kitab ithbat nubuwwat al-nabi, which must 
have appeared about 150 years after ‘Ali al-Tabari’s Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla. 
As Sabine Schmidtke shows, in chapter 3 of this work the Imam advances 
17 quotations from the Bible, most of which agree with Ibn Qutayba though 
a few with ‘Ali.8° Her conclusion is that the comparatively few instances of 
agreement with ‘Ali make it unlikely that al-Mu’ayyad was using the Din wa- 
dawla directly, while additions in the passages that parallel Ibn Qutayba’s Alam 
make it equally unlikely he was using that work directly. ‘This suggests that al- 
Muw/ayyad was drawing on source(s)/translation traditions preceding or parallel 
to that of [‘Alr] ibn Rabban’s al-Din wa-l-dawla and Ibn Qutayba’s Alam.®! 

Lists of proof-texts certainly existed before the beginning of the gth century. 
One instance is the series of 11 passages given by Ibn al-Layth in his Risdla, 
which comprises verses from the Old Testament and the Gospel of John.5? 
Some of these correspond closely in wording to Ibn Qutayba, though none of 
them is close to ‘Ali. 


78 Schmidtke, ‘The Muslim reception of biblical materials’, p. 254. Cf. Ibn al-Layth, Risdla, 
p. 58. 

79  R.Vollandt, Arabic versions of the Pentateuch. A comparative study of Jewish, Christian, and 
Muslim sources, Leiden, 2015, pp. 95-96, sees this relationship as one of direct dependence 
of Ibn Qutayba on the Din wa-dawla and also Ibn al-Layth’s Risala. But this is not supported 


by the evidence. 

80  Schmidtke, ‘Biblical predictions of the Prophet Muhammad among the Zaydis of Iran, 
pp. 221-230. 

81 Schmidtke, ‘Biblical predictions of the Prophet Muhammad among the Zaydis of Iran, 
P. 230. 


82 Adang, Muslim writers, p. 148. 
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All this evidence, gathered from works written over a period of two hun- 
dred years, points to the conclusion that, as far as can be known, for a relatively 
small number of his biblical passages ‘Ali was making use of a source of proof 
texts that was also known to Ibn Qutayba and al-Muw’ayyad li-Llah. However, 
it is important to note that these shared texts make up a comparatively small 
number of all the verses in chapters 9 and 10 of the Din wa-dawla. ‘Ali clearly 
went far beyond lists that had been compiled by any known earlier apolo- 
gists, and showed the same independence of mind (or indifference to others) 
in his approach to the Bible as in his use of the sources of Muhammad's biog- 
raphy. 

This independence of mind is also exemplified in the way ‘Ali treats the 
translations or interpretations of particular verses of the Bible he quotes from 
a certain Marcus. The first mention of this figure comes in ‘Ali’s comment 
on Genesis 17:20, in which God promises Abraham that he will bless his son 
Ishmael: ‘He will beget twelve mighty beings, and God will make him a mighty 
nation. ‘Ali explains that the translation (tarjama) he has given here is that of 
Marqius al-turjuman, and he compares it with the Septuagint where he notes 
the variant: ‘He will beget twelve nations’.®? ‘Ali refers to him a second time 
in a comment on Isaiah 9:16, ‘A child is born to us, a son is given to us. His 
dominion is on his shoulder’ (sultanuhu ‘ala katfihi). He comments that this is 
the version given in the Syriac, ‘which Marcus has interpreted’ (allati fassaraha 
Marqus), though in the Hebrew the verse reads ‘On his shoulder is the sign 
of prophethood..** The third and final mention comes in relation to Isaiah 
2416-18, which begins ‘We have heard from the ends of the earth psalming 
and chanting to the godly and good’. ‘Ali again comments that this is in the 
interpretation of Marcus (ft tafstr Margqus), though in the original Hebrew the 
verse reads ‘We have heard from the ends of the earth the strain “Muhammad” 
(sawt Muhammad).®* In all three instances ‘Ali shows that he does not accept 
the meaning given by Marcus, but questions its reliability, or its suitability for 
his own apologetic purposes. 

These three references do not make clear what form the translation or inter- 
pretation given by Marcus actually took, and it has been questioned whether 
he had made a translation into Syriac®® or into Arabic.8” Ronny Vollandt offers 


83 Below, pp. 326-327. 

84 Below, pp. 354-355. 

85 Below, pp. 360-361. 

86 T. Noldeke, [review] ‘Ali Tabari, The Book of Religion and Empire’, Deutsche Liter- 
aturzeitung 45 (1924) cols 22-28, col. 23. 

87 DS. Margoliouth, ‘On “The Book of Religion and Empire” by ‘Ali b. Rabban al-Tabari’, Pro- 
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the attractive alternative suggestion that rather than serving as a translator of 
the text as a whole, Marcus actually fulfilled the function within the Christian 
community of providing ‘the authoritative translation to the congregation in 
liturgical or educational settings’, so that as a younger man ‘Ali could have stud- 
ied the Bible under his professional oversight. Of course, as a native Syriac 
speaker, he would not have needed Marcus's Arabic translations, but he must 
have known them. If this was the case, Marcus could be called both ‘translator’ 
and ‘interpreter’, because he would have given explanations of the sacred text 
in order to assist Christians whose language abilities were not equal to under- 
standing it for themselves or to help young Christians to appreciate it. If this 
is what had happened, in these instances where ‘Ali disagrees with Marcus he 
would be recalling and rejecting opinions he had been given while he was still 
a Christian and disputing with biblical interpretations he had once taken as 
authoritative. This parallels the way in which in the Radd he disputes Theodore 
of Mopsuestia’s explanation of the incongruity of John the Baptist sending his 
disciples to ask who Jesus was even though he had witnessed the heavenly voice 
declaring Jesus Son of God at his baptism. 

This raises the question of the actual version of the Bible ‘Ali knew. Ronny 
Vollandt shows that the quotations from the Pentateuch in the Din wa-dawla 
bear close resemblance to an East Syriac translation that was made sometime 
in the ninth century and ‘became the preferred translation of the Peshitta Pen- 
tateuch’ among Arabic-speaking Christian communities as far away as Egypt 
and Spain. Itis known as ArabSy'2, and its earliest witness is MS Sinai, St Cather- 
ine’s Monastery, Ar. 4, which was copied in 963, a century after ‘Ali’s death.8° 
Similarities between this translation and the Din wa-dawla are most noticeable 
in shared chapter divisions, which differ considerably from other ecclesiastical 
traditions, and in a series of translated passages that are more or less identical 
in wording. However, there are also numerous variants. These may represent 
the text of the translation at an earlier stage in its development, before it was 
written in the form in which it is known in the tenth century, though they also 
‘probably reflect ‘Ali ibn Rabban’s own editorial involvement when he incorpo- 
rated the citations into his composition, modifying the original structure of the 
biblical narrative and condensing it where he deemed necessary’. For example, 
as Vollandt notes, “Ali ibn Rabban is usually closer to the Syriac: in Gen 16: he 


ceedings of the British Academy 16 (1930) 165-182, p. 174; G. Graf, Geschichte der christlichen 
arabischen Literatur, vol. 1, Vatican City, 1944, pp. 44-45. 

88  Vollandt, Arabic versions of the Pentateuch, p. 93. 

89 _-Vollandt, Arabic versions of the Pentateuch, pp. 64-67. 
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has Allah qad sami‘a “God has heard” (ArabS¥‘2 al-rabb qad ‘arafa “God has rec- 
ognized”), in imitation of the word shema‘ in the source text and thus retaining 
the pun on the proper name Ishmael.9° 

It is therefore likely that ‘Ali was drawing on an Arabic translation made in 
his former Christian community, though he did not hesitate to change it to 
suit his purposes or to reflect the Hebrew or Syriac original as he understood 
them. He was not uncritical in his borrowing, but demonstrated the same 
independence of purpose that he shows throughout chapters g and 10 in his 
apparent borrowings of proof texts from the source also known to Ibn Qutayba 
and in the interpretations he gives of the biblical passages he has chosen, as well 
as in earlier chapters in the versions he gives of anecdotes about Muhammad 
and early Muslims. 


The Influence of Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla 


Unlike ‘Ali’s Radd ‘ala l-Nasara, his Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla did not attract any 
refutations from Christians. Nor does it appear to have been used at all exten- 
sively by Muslims. Its existence in a single medieval manuscript confirms that 
it did not circulate widely or exert much influence on apologists, polemicists 
or anyone else. It was possibly too singular in its approach to its topic, caus- 
ing Muslims to see the weaknesses of many of the arguments it took from 
sources that would not command confidence even within Islam, and freeing 
Christians from the need to reply to arguments that were either ungrounded in 
generally accepted historical fact or derived from eccentric exegetical fantasis- 
ing. 

The one exception to the general indifference felt about the work was the 
identifications of Islam and Muhammad in books of the Bible. These did com- 
mand attention, and were thought sound enough to be used by even the most 
rigorous thinkers. It is thus a curious outcome that a work of varied and com- 
plex character found its way into the staple apologetic of Islam only in the form 
of a handful of the many scriptural verses it employed. 

It is possible that the Din wa-dawla was known and used in the course of 
the tenth century. Sometime in the middle of the century the convert from 
Christianity al-Hasan ibn Ayyub may have used it in the letter he wrote to 
his brother to explain why he has converted to Islam, just as he used ‘Ali’s 
Radd ‘ala l-Nasara, as has been seen above. There is difficulty in being certain, 


go __-Vollandt, Arabic versions of the Pentateuch, p. 94. 
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however, because the letter has not survived intact but only in quotations in 
later authors. Floris Sepmeijer claims that the twelfth century medical doctor, 
Nasr ibn Yahya ibn ‘Isa, who himself converted to Islam, preserves lengthy parts 
of the work in his AL-nastha l-imaniyya fifadihat al-milla l-Nasraniyya, including 
anumber of biblical quotations.?! If this is so—though there is no firm evidence 
to support it—then it would seem that the Din wa-dawla was already being 
employed selectively about a century after it was composed. Al-Hasan’s letter 
does not quote anything from comments made by al-Hasan himself, but only a 
small handful of verses: John 14:26, 15:26, 16:13 (with 20:17), 14:16; Deuteronomy 
33:2-3, Deuteronomy 18:15, 18:19; Isaiah 49:1-5.9? These agree sufficiently closely 
with the versions in Din wa-dawia to raise the likelihood that they are taken 
from it. 

At roughly the same time, the work may have been used by Abu |-Hasan 
Muhammad ibn Yusuf al-‘Amiri (d. 992) in his Kitab al-ilam bi-manaqib al- 
Islam, a comparison between Islam and five other religious traditions including 
Judaism and Christianity. In a defence of the predictions about Muhammad 
in the Torah and Gospel he quotes Deuteronomy 18:18-19, 18:15, 33:2—3; John 
14:26 and Genesis 17:20.9? Again, these agree very closely with the versions given 
by ‘Ali,°4 and allow the possibility that al-‘Amiri was using the Din wa-dawla. 
Alone, of course, these do not constitute strong evidence,®> though together 
with another point, which is al-‘Amir1’s disclosure that he knew other texts in 
Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Daniel, Psalms and other books of the Bible,®® they do 
appear to have originated from a work that was suspiciously similar in character 
to the Din wa-dawla. If this actually was the Din wa-dawla, then al-‘Amiri was 
clearly unconvinced by any other verses adduced by ‘Ali nor, it would seem, by 
any of his other arguments. 

The first unequivocal indication of ‘Ali's work being used comes in the Ghu- 
rar al-adilla of the eleventh century Mu'tazili, Abu |-Husayn al-Basri (d. 1044), 
as has been seen above. In the parts of this lost work that have been preserved 
by the twelfth century Shii scholar Mahmud ibn ‘Ali ibn Hasan al-Himmasi 
]-Razi (d. after 1204) Abu l-Husayn brings together as many as 16 biblical pas- 
sages from the Din wa-dawla together with ‘Ali's comments on them, and he 


gl Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging, pp. 1-3. 

g2  Nasribn Yahya, AL-nasiha al-imaniyya, pp. 138-150. 

93 ~=—« Kitab al-i‘lam bi-manaqib al-Islam, ed. A. ‘Abd al-Hamid Ghurab, Cairo, 1967, pp. 202-204. 
94 Thomas, ‘Tabari’s Book of religion and empire’. 

95  Schmidtke, ‘The Muslim reception of biblical materials, p. 260, n. 9, is not persuaded. 

96 __ Ed. Ghurab, p. 208. 
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repeatedly gives the name ‘Ali al-Tabari.%” These passages are: Genesis 16:6—12; 
Deuteronomy 18:15, 18-19; Deuteronomy 33:2—3; Genesis 21:20; Habakkuk 3:3— 
13; Isaiah 60:1—-7; Isaiah 21:1-10; Isaiah 35:1—2; Isaiah 40:3—5; Isaiah 21:13—15; Isaiah 
42:11—-13; Isaiah 41:17—-20; Isaiah 43:19—-20; Ezekiel 19:10-14; Zephaniah 3:8-10. 

There can be no doubt that Abu |-Husayn was using Chapters 9 and 10 of 
Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla. As has been shown above, in the later twelfth cen- 
tury, Mahmud ibn ‘Ali al-Himmasi preserved these passages and accompany- 
ing comments in his Al-munqidh min al-taqlid,9® while Fakhr al-Din al-Razi 
(d. 1210) very likely also had independent access to them; the latter preserves 
material from the Din wa-dawla that al-Himmasi does not, and since he knew 
Abu |-Husayn’s works it is plausible that he used the Ghurar al-adilla directly.9° 
Some decades later the Yemeni Zaydi theologian ‘Abd Allah ibn Zayd ibn 
Ahmad al-‘Ansi (1196/7-1269) appears also to have taken passages in the Din 
wa-dawla from this same source, acknowledging both Abu |-Husayn and Ibn 
Rabban al-Tabari by name. As Sabine Schmidtke points out, since there are sub- 
stantial differences between al-‘Ansi and al-Himmasi, both with regard to their 
arrangements of the quotations and their comments accompanying them, it is 
probable that al-‘Ansi had independent access to Abu |-Husayn, either directly 
or through an intermediary.!° 

Meanwhile, the convert Nasr ibn Yahya (d. 193 or 1163) was also quoting 
verses from ‘Ali, either directly or via the tenth century convert al-Hasan ibn 
Ayyub. 

It would appear, then, that one element of the Din wa-dawla was known 
and used within circles of converts from Christianity to Islam, which is under- 
standable, and, thanks to the eleventh century Mu ‘tazili Aba |-Husayn al-Basn, 
within groups associated with later Mu‘tazili thinking, But why did they only 
use material from the chapters on the Bible, ignoring other parts completely, 
and then only a tiny fraction of the passages ‘Ali had identified? No ready 
answer can be given. Camilla Adang wonders whether Abu |-Husayn for his 
part only knew ‘Ali’s work through an excerpt: ‘It is not inconceivable that 
these chapters circulated as a separate booklet, under Ibn Rabban’s name, and 
that an excerpt of this booklet was made later on, containing mainly the most 
popular proof texts which had become fixed ingredients in Muslim polemics 


97 Adang, ‘A rare case of biblical “testimonies” to the prophet Muhammad, pp. 302-315 
(trans.), referring to ‘Ali on pp. 302, 306, 310, 3u1, 313. 

98  Adang, ‘A rare case of biblical “testimonies” to the prophet Muhammad; pp. 297-300. 

99 ~~ Schmidtke, ‘Abi al-Husayn al-Basri and his transmission of biblical materials’, p. 107. 

100 _ S. Schmidtke, ‘Biblical predictions of the Prophet Muhammad among the Zaydis of Yemen’, 
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and apologetics.” Although there is no firm evidence to support this, it may 
have happened, and it would certainly explain why the only parts of the works 
known in later times were the few biblical proof texts. 

One is left with the suspicion that neither the majority of the biblical verses 
in the Din wa-dawla nor the evidence in the other chapters proved persuasive 
to later readers, either as weapons for polemic against Christians and Jews or 
as elements for apologetic among Muslims themselves. So they were mostly 
ignored, looked on as the personal rationalisations and justifications of an indi- 
vidual who had moved away from the faith of his fathers and sought whatever 
reasons he could find to support the step he had taken. 


The following abbreviations are used in the edition below: 


A MS Manchester, The John Rylands Library 69 (Crawford 631). 

BMS Cairo, Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, Tlm al-kalam 1377. 

CA. Mingana (ed.), Kitab al-din wa-l-dawla ft ithbat nubuwwat al-nabi 
Muhammad, Cairo, 1923. 

D_ ‘A. Nuwayhid, Al-din wa-l-dawla, ft ithbat nubuwwat al-nabt Muhammad, 
Beirut, 1973. 

E  A.Mingana (trans.), The Book of religion and empire, a semi-official defence 
and exposition of Islam, Manchester, 1922. 


In the translation, the abbreviation (M) denotes footnotes that have been 
repeated from Mingana, Religion and empire. 


101 Adang, ‘A rare case of biblical “testimonies” to the prophet Muhammad; p. 299. 
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In the name of God the Compassionate, the Merciful 
to him we turn for help 


‘Ali ibn Rabban al-Tabari, associate! of the Commander of the Faithful, said: 

Praise be to God for the religion of Islam: whoever embraces it triumphs, 
whoever practises it is guided, whoever upholds it is saved, and whoever 
opposes it perishes. Through it the Creator is known, around it the nations 
swarm, for it souls desire, and through it is gained the here and hereafter. For it 
is the living light and the bridge that leads to the abode of safety and eternity, 
where there is no tribulation or deception. 

God the almighty has placed us among the People of the Way and has 
removed from us error and what harms his people. For God is the praiseworthy, 
the praised, there is no end to his kingdom? and no alteration to his words.3 
He is the wise benefactor who has made the truth known and illumined it. He 
created humankind, and to those who doubted him he sent his messenger, his 
beloved, his friend, to call them to everlasting triumph and radiant light. Thus, 
when the hour approached and drew near, God almighty sent our Prophet 
Muhammad (may God bless him and give him peace) to the whole of creation 
as a herald and warner,* and a luminous lamp. He obeyed the command of 
his Lord and appealed to his enemies with inducement and intimidation, | 
instruction and redirection. He exhorted to the Kingdom and its blessing and 
he exhorted against the Fire and complacency about it; he discharged for God 
the revelation that the angel Gabriel revealed to him, which error could not 
destroy either in his care or after him;> and he did not betray any truth that 
the prophets had brought before him, but confirmed it and strengthened it, 
enjoining faith in them all, and prayer for the first and last of them. 


1 The term mawia, which ‘Ali clearly uses as a mark of esteem, would be understood at this time 
as denoting a person’s closeness to the caliph. It ‘was regularly granted to Turkish generals and 
other favourites’ (see P. Crone (AJ. Wensinck), art. ‘Mawla, EJ2, section II.3 (b)). 

2 This may be a deliberate correction of the words ‘Your kingdom come’ from the Lord's Prayer, 
emphasising that God's power is realised not in the future but already in the present. 

3 This tacit criticism of the ways in which Jews and Christians were generally thought to have 
tampered with their scripture hints at one of the main themes of the work, that correct 
interpretation of the biblical books attests to the truth of faith as this is given in Islam. 

Cf. Q 33:45. 

5, ‘Alialludes to another aspect of his main theme, that because the teachings given to Muham- 
mad have not been lost or changed, they can serve to interpret teachings given to earlier 
messengers. 
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In the clarity of his book, God said, ‘Say, We believe in God and what is 
revealed to us, and what was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and 
the tribes, and what was given to Moses and Jesus, and what was given to the 
prophets from their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and 
we have surrendered to him¢ He said, ‘The Messenger believes in what has 
been revealed to him from his Lord, as do the believers. Each believes in God, 
his angels, his books and his messengers; we make no distinction between any 
of his messengers’ and the rest of the verse.” And he said about the one who 
associates others with God, great and mighty, or ascribes to him a son or equal, 
‘Say: He is Allah, the One! Allah, the eternally besought of all! He begetteth 
not nor was begotten. And there is none comparable unto Him.® And he said. 
‘Say, People of the Book, come to an agreement between us and you, that we 
shall worship none but God and that we shall ascribe no partner to him, and 
that none of us shall take lords beside God. And if they turn away, then say, 
Bear witness that we have surrendered.’ And he said, ‘Is he who founded his 
building upon duty to God and his good pleasure better, or he who founded his 
building on the brink of a crumbling, overhanging precipice so that it toppled 
with him into the fire of Hell? God does not guide people who do wrong.” 
Towards this were his proclamations, on it he founded the edifice | of his call, 
and with it he introduced the revealed laws of his religion and the stipulations 
of its truth. But the Arab associators and the bearers of the book denied it. For 
they concealed his name and distorted the outline of him that was found in the 
books of their prophets (peace be upon them)." I will make this plain, reveal 
its mystery and remove its covering, so that the reader can see it clearly and his 
surrender will intensify in strength and delight. 

In this I will follow a way that is more appropriate and useful than that 
followed by other authors of books of this kind. Some of these have abbreviated, 


6 Q 21136. 

a. Q 2:285. 

8 Qn. 

9 Q 3:64. 

10  Qogu109, reminiscent of Matthew 7:24—27. 

11 ‘Ali portrays Islam in the familiar form of a recall to the monotheism that had been cor- 
rupted by pagan Arabs, Jews and Christians. His accusation alludes to the generalised 
complaints in the Qur'an about the People of the Book concealing (Q 2:140, 2:146, 3:71) 
and distorting (Q 2:75, 5:41) their scriptures, though he expresses them as specific misin- 
terpretations of references to the person of Muhammad. A great proportion of the Din 
wa-dawla is devoted to demonstrating that as long as the Bible is interpreted correctly it 
can be shown to contain numerous predictions of Muhammad. 
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curtailed and compacted their evidence, and have not given an explanation. 
Others have argued against the People of the Book in verse, and with things 
they do not recognise from their books. And others have packed within the 
covers of their books addresses to Muslims and not associators, and have then 
transmitted their evidence in the most rugged discourse and set it far from 
comprehending.” So if the opponent were to think of saying that in this he was 
like someone gathering wood by night or carried along on a flood clutching at 
any thorn or bush, crude or elegant utterance, and that what he put forward 
was not explanation but obfuscation, not insight but loss of sight, not making 
easy but making harder, he would have every reason to do this. 

Whoever writes a book on a subject such as this, that is so important, guid- 
ing, enlightening, wide-ranging and beneficial to followers of all the religions, 
should take care to make it comprehensible and easy, to contend with him- 
self and engage with his contender, though should not patronise or overwhelm 
him. He should be comprehensible and not unintelligible, fair and not unfair. 
He should be friendly in his approach, have control of the flow of speech in his 
explanation, and adduce proofs and responses that will make the opponent 
abandon his sect and religion if he were to oppose them. If he does this to him, 
he will pursue him, | strike him with his arrow, and tie him up under his control. 

This is what I have tried to do with the help of God almighty, clarifying the 
meanings so that the reader may understand them and not be in doubt. I have 
not left to the client people any argument, awkward question or related point 
that I have not described and then resolved by the good fortune and help of 
God, and the blessing of his Caliph Ja‘far, the Imam al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Llah, 
Commander of the Faithful (may God prolong his life),!° in what I have been 
guided to by him, the benefit I have derived from him, and the utterances I 


12 —_ Unless ‘Ali is indulging in hyperbole, these descriptions indicate that he knew ofa number 
of defences of Muhammad that were based on interpretations of scriptural texts. What- 
ever they were, the great majority have disappeared without trace, for apart from his own 
work, among the only others known from earlier times are the letter written to the Byzan- 
tine Emperor Constantine VI on behalf of the Caliph Harun al-Rashid in about 796 by Abu 
al-Rabi‘ Muhammad ibn al-Layth, which is extant (see CMR 1, pp. 347-353), the Baghdad 
Mutazili Bishr ibn al-Mu‘tamir’s lost Kitab al-hujja ft ithbat al-nabi from before 825 (see 
CMR1, p.534), which was written in verse and may very well be the work which ‘Ali singles 
out, and the Caliph al-Ma’min’s lost Risala fi a‘lam al-nubuwwa from before 833 (see CMR 
1, pp. 582-584). Of course, many works now lost were being written by Muslims against 
Christianity at this time, and a number may have included defences of Muhammad. 

13. Al-Mutawakkil reigned from 847 to 861. It was not uncommon to use the title Khalifat 
Allah, rather than Khalifat Rasul Allah, in the time of the Umayyads and early ‘Abbasids. 
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have heard from him. He is dedicated and committed to the circulation and 
continuation of books such as this as a support to the reasons for the religion, 
to make the proofs for it prosper, and to arouse a desire for it in those who 
are ignorant of its superiority and of the fact that God has chosen Islam and 
its followers in his time, has renewed his marks of honour on them and has 
made them know growth, increase and superiority through the gentleness of 
his oversight. 

I have discovered that all those who oppose Islam do so for four reasons. 
Firstly, out of doubt over the report of the Prophet (may God bless him and 
give him peace), while the second is disdain and loftiness, the third adherence 
to tradition and custom, and the fourth stupidity and foolishness. But goodness 
me, if they only examined the report closely and understood it, they would 
accept it and not reject it. But since they inquire into what is of God in violation 
of the command of God, we are obliged to try to substantiate the report they 
possess, to remove doubt from them and to explain to them the primary and 
secondary elements of the reports, their causes and outcome, the ways in which 
the truth in them can be known from their error, and the reasons why the 
nations accept their prophets and obey their preachers. Then we will compare 
our reports | with theirs, and those who delivered them to us with those who 
delivered them to them, and if our evidence and their evidence about their 
trust in the prophets they trust is identical, then they have no pretext before 
God or themselves for maintaining their denial of our master and trust in their 
masters.!6 For if two opponents produce identical evidence about any claim 
and they both alike accept it, what applies to one about it must undeniably 
apply to the other.” 


14 This comment comes close to saying that the Din wa-dawla was written with the caliph’s 
active encouragement. 

15 ‘Ali means here that he will interpret the biblical texts according to their correct meaning 
and not in the way Jews and Christians have done. 

16 __ By ‘our master’ ‘Ali must mean Muhammad, so by ‘their masters’ he presumably means 
Jesus and the prophets of the Old Testament whose works he will scrutinise later on, 
making no qualitative distinction between them. 

17 Ifthere is any reflection here of ‘Ali’s own experience of moving from Christianity to Islam, 
his words suggest that he could see nothing inherently different in the scriptures of the 
two faiths, and that claims about Jesus representing a unique kind of revelation as the 
embodiment of God are not relevant. So it is a straightforward matter of deciding whether 
Islam is predicted in the biblical ‘reports’ and should thus be accepted as the last revealed 
teaching. 


4v 


5r 


208 THE BOOK OF RELIGION AND EMPIRE 
Zbl pla stloes 3 


ele pe 15g) BIE Ly IL Lely a> Ll cow p> de US Le I 
AWS gy oe) Oy Be Gta be lary jhe hy Sale aes 
be plelay SLL Sig Vie ES OS a oe yal gl OMG ce” 
ry he ele Ks sy Piles 3 uel of) OF ody is 
daa yuatlics OF Ara gb 9 6! Nae ls Sym gl lkal lor : PI D8 ee 
ccglel gary |3] ply VI coly3 AV Op ra) [hey cA Ney 943 ate Ps 
a Apel eg NG oe 8 ay lSly gay WL Ife WLS ATL 

peidg pla Yi ey cis 6 GK & 


a 


+ 


Jer: SIS say eb yl pd ci F GF OF pl le yey 
ct Sabai gh ll oye & pel ep blag tll ge ely Gunes 
7 ASN | UB Sgt ceed Gd am oF nL eater lraal Sy craL 3 
abl SG 8 FT 24 Sly" erect Gale bile one Oly ced reel, 
WATT cy atone CSI AE OS pM oye dytl ley Ld “YE 

Nias oe ep © SEG 


5 ISI GAG Oy. 9 OU glee] 53 call oN SGA gla Y ae, 
ab ELEY bate ces? ab tl Il Lagily cele y pol ad fee ce yaally 


‘ 
lp: cm 2A and B: ase 3B: gh 9 4C and D: 4) 58 9 (wrongly). 5B: C5 i 6A note in 
c £ s 
the same hand in A reads: 46 S > Ua sl 7So in A and B (as is also confirmed by the catch 


s 
word at the bottom of fol. 4”); C and D:_ pill (wrongly). 8C and D: £1 


THE BOOK OF RELIGION AND EMPIRE 209 
The forms of report and common consensus 


All reports are of two kinds, true or false, and they have three tenses, past report, 
present report and future report. Among these is what is true at one time and 
untrue at another, such as one’s saying, ‘Someone came or went’; this is either 
true or false. Among them is what is true at all times; it has been or is, gone or to 
come, for it is a universal, timeless and evident report, like the speaker’s saying, 
‘The heavens have rolled round or will do so to tomorrow’, or his saying, ‘The 
sun rose yesterday and will rise in a year’, or his saying, ‘The majority of animals 
with wombs give milk when they give birth, and the majority of animals with 
wings lay eggs after mating, and after being laid these hatch’. This and the like 
is a fully true report at all times; it is the first most common consensus. 

Among reports are those that are utter lies at all times, past or future, such as 
the saying of the speaker, ‘This is brighter than the sun and sweeter than honey, 
or ‘This horse is faster than lightning or slower than a tick’, or one’s words, ‘All 
the people gathered together so that not one was left’ or ‘So and so is the best 
of | people and the most knowledgeable of them all’, or ‘He possesses an object 
with a value equal to everything’, or ‘His native land is the most populous of 
all of God’s lands’. These and statements like them are all lies, though they are 
used among most people in figurative speaking without protest. 

Following the first most common consensus I have mentioned is a second 
consensus which is less than the first in consequence and generality, such 
as the report about Adam and Eve, that they are the parents of humankind. 
This is correct in our view, without any doubt, according to the consensus of 
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most people and the testimonies of the prophets to its correctness, though 
according to many people such as the Indians, Sabians!® and the like it is a lie 
and falsehood. 

Following the second consensus is a third consensus which is less than the 
second in consequence and generality, such as a report from the Byzantines, 
Indians or Chinese. Although most of those who circulate it are ordinary and 
common people, it is truth without any doubt because of the continuing con- 
sensus and the testimonies to it that exist. 

Following this third consensus is a fourth consensus which is less than 
the third in consequence and generality, such as the report of the advent of 
Alexander, the Tababi‘a, King Jam and others like them.!° This is accepted as 
correct because of the consensus of many people about it, despite the fact that 
those who agree on the report about the regions are more than those who agree 
on the report of the Tababi‘a and Alexander. 

A fifth consensus will have been transmitted by its people for a long time, 
such as the report of the Buddhists, the Manicheans and the Zoroastrians. It is 
truth among them and they have no doubt about it, and it is falsehood among 
us without any question about it. | It came into being through trickery and 
questionable claims, and then it became a religion to them through inheritance 
and acceptance, and then through familiarity and habit. 

That these are among the characteristics of reports, and their subtle way 
of being introduced to minds and intellects, is real and undeniable. Among 
them is what when someone hears it he feels happy at it, his blood suffuses his 
face, his eyes shed tears of laughter and flicker with wonder. Among them are 
those that make the hearer weep, make his body grow weak and make his face 
grow pale, such as the reports of disasters and calamities. Among them is what 
when someone hears it—such as praise of the open-handed and descriptions 
of the praises and rewards they receive in this world and the next for their 
generosity—he is moved to generosity and pours out sustenance upon the one 
who is seeking and asking his help. Among them is what makes the hearer 
mean-minded and causes him to despair of goodness, such as the mention of 


18 Inthe Qur’an, the Sabi’tn are listed together with Jews, Christians and Muslims as those 
who believe in God (Q 5:69, 2:62; see also 22:17). 

19 These would be remembered as rulers of past times whose history had taken on semi- 
fabulous overtones: Alexander was almost proverbial for his conquests; the Tababi‘a were 
kings of the Himyarite dynasty of southern Arabia in the centuries immediately before 
Islam; and Jam, or Jamshid, was an ancient Iranian hero. All were the subjects of legends 
and romances, and would thus qualify to be believed in by ordinary people. 
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someone who is made destitute because of wastefulness and forced to poverty 
and begging. Among them is what provokes him, annoys him and makes him 
stretch out his hand to strike and his tongue to insult. Among them is what 
inflames his desire, consumes his calm and overcomes his passion, such as the 
mention of pretty girls, the description of their attractions, the perfume they 
exude, the softness of their touch and the beauty of their smile, especially if 
this report is made up of entertaining and moving gems of song. Among them 
are those that urge one to rush into alarming situations and the risk of death 
a thousand or more years after the first reporter has passed away. Such are the 
Buddhists of India, the Zoroastrians and the like, whom we have mentioned. 
For among the Indians are those who burn themselves in different ways; among 
them are those who cast | their bodies to birds of prey to consume; among 
them are those who wander about through the wastes of the world until they 
meet their end there; among them are those who throw themselves off high 
mountains and fall onto trees of iron planted in the ground, with branches 
sharpened and pointed like tips and blades, because of their delusion over 
reports which insolent and lying people gave them from groups of sly evil- 
doers.?° 

I have mentioned this only so that the reader may know the necessity to 
be wary and to flee from them to the shelters of wisdom and the places of 
thought and reflection, for they are more harmful to souls and pass more 
speedily into them than deadly darts or pangs of love. Their way into hearts is 
through two doors, which can deeply deceive and delude through the fancies 
and imaginings that can take hold of them. These are the two senses of hearing 
and sight, through which the ideas in reports are perceived. Sight can give the 
impression that one thing is two things, and see what is straight as bent, such as 
poles in rivers; it can portray the non-existent as existing, such as the phantasm 
and the mirage. As for hearing, a man may hear a noise and imagine it is 
thunder, or he may hear someone pretending to bea dog, a lion ora turtledove, 
and take it as growling, cooing or roaring. 


20 The practices of these groups are all intended to be self-evidently irrational and ridiculous. 
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Forms of evidence for the verification of reports 


I have now spoken about the classification of reports and the curious ways 
in which events and impressions affect body and soul. Concerning what the 
nations agree | about substantiating them and regard as cautiousness and pru- 
dence about them is that when someone makes a claim about truth or produces 
some item of news and adduces two or three moderate and fair-minded men, 
truth is established through them and doubt and uncertainty fall away from the 
judge and the man under sentence. But as regards the report of the prophets, 
since it leads to either paradise or the fire, we can never be satisfied about it 
from two witnesses or a group or a nation, unless the testimonies to truth and 
the arguments of vigour which I shall detail accompany them. For we have seen 
that nations great in number, mighty in extent and characterised by men of 
understanding and discrimination bear witness to numerous lying deceivers 
in all that they claim, such as the Manicheans and Zoroastrians, either through 
keeping to tradition and custom, as we have shown, through ignorance and 
quarrelsomeness, or through compulsion and force. This was the case with 
Zaradusht the false prophet of the Zoroastrians, for he kept on trying to get to 
King Bishtasaf until he managed to enter his presence and sowed his insinua- 
tions in his heart. Then he went on wiping away from him the remembrance of 
God and prayer to him, and twisting over and under until he twisted him from 
his religion and bent him to his own view. Then he revealed to him the dualism 
that he was keeping hidden, and painted for him a picture of intercourse with 
mothers and daughters and of eating rotten, putrid filth. After this it was the 
king who forced the people of his realm to follow his religion.”! 

Mani did something similar to this. He appeared at a time when for the most 
part there were two religions, Christianity and Zoroastrianism. He misled the 
Christians by telling them that he was the apostle of Christ (peace be upon 
him), and he beguiled the Zoroastrians by agreeing with them on the two 
principles.2? 


21 The assumption implicit here is that the king originally followed the pure monotheism 
that is natural to all humans. 

22 The principles of light and darkness that were the fundamental elements of Zoroastrian 
belief. 
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When | we find a consensus of this kind, and we find one such as Islam, 
we come to know that to accept every consensus is discord, to reject every 
consensus is error, and consensus alone is not sufficient to confirm prophetic 
status without the testimonies and marks of truth which God almighty has 
brought together for the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace). So, 
one who wishes to know the truth in reports such as these and to discriminate 
between them must understand the report that he receives and must consider 
its intention and depth. If he discovers anything in it that contradicts it, or 
anything accompanying it that falsifies it, he has no need of proof other than 
this. This is like the report of Musaylima the liar:23 when he claimed to be 
a prophet he was asked about the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace) and he said that he was truthful and he expressed belief in his 
prophetic status. The Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) was 
asked about him, and he said he was a liar. So, in Musaylima’s acknowledgment 
of truthfulness to the one who said he was a liar is his own acknowledgement 
of being a liar about his own self, and evidence of his self-contradictoriness 
and foolishness.”* For this reason scholars have said that if some false person 
makes a claim to be a prophet, God will not be slow to make contradiction pass 
over his tongue to be used against those who say he is truthful, as God caused 
to pass over the tongues of Zaradusht and Mani and those like them. For they 
were inconsistent, they lied and they wavered. 

Zaradusht said that Hurmiz*5—this is the name of the one they wor- 
shipped—was eternal, compassionate and perfect in knowledge and power, 
but then he soon described him in the way that weak, ignorant people are 
described, saying that Satan was begotten from his thought and that God was 
too weak to destroy him. Mani did the same thing in saying that God was eter- 
nal and mighty, and there was nothing like him, and then saying that darkness 
was eternal and that God was overcome and his supporters were overcome and 
made captive. Whoever believes in someone who contradicts himself commits 
a most extraordinary error. 


23 Musaylima the liar, as he is habitually called in Muslim sources, was a contemporary of 
Muhammad and claimed to be a prophet like him among his tribe of the Bani Hanifa. 
He met Muhammad more than once and acknowledged his prophetic status, requesting 
reciprocal acknowledgement from Muhammad. After Muhammad died he boosted his 
claims, and was killed in 632 by an army sent by Abt Bakr. 

24  ‘Ali’s argument is that since Musaylima affirmed that Muhammad was a true prophet, and 
Muhammad affirmed that Musaylima was not a true prophet, Musaylima was affirming 
that he himself could not be true. 

25 A form of the name Ahura Mazda, the supreme Zoroastrian god. 
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The Christians are like this. When they say at the beginning of the law of their 
faith, ‘We believe in God, Creator of all that is visible and invisible’, and then 
follow this statement of theirs with ‘Christ is Creator not created’, contradiction 
appears in what they say.?° If we refer to the books of their religion, we find 
that they are contrary to their doctrine, for they all confirm that God is the 
Maker and that everything apart from him is made. I have set this out in 
the part that follows this, and have explained there what is related to each 
of the denominations of the Christians and have presented a hundred and 
thirty arguments against them from the books of the prophets, together with 
demonstrative arguments, apposite parables and splendid analogies.?” In this 
my intention has been to give them clarity of sight, guidance and the fulfilment 
of the love and compassion that God enjoins on one part of humanity towards 
another. 

Concerning what pertains to the Jews and others beside them, in the fourth 
part I have set out teaching about it briefly but without any omission.?8 

It is a brief matter, concise rebuttal, a simple and uncomplicated rebuff, 
that if a man of intelligence and understanding receives any report, he will 
consider it readily, and will scrutinise it outside and in. And if he discovers 
something within it that falsifies it and alongside it that contradicts it, or if 
he discovers that it differs from the books of people’s religion, he will have 
no need of anything else to show it is lying and to reveal its defectiveness and 
imperfection. To find the truth speedily is healing for the mind. It is like what 
Mu‘awiya did with a man from the people of Basra who asked him for two 
thousand tree trunks to build his house. Mu‘awiya said to him, ‘How big is your 
house?’ He said, ‘Two parasangs by two parasangs, to which he replied, ‘Is it 
within Basra or is Basra within it?’ He said, ‘It is indeed within Basra’, to which 
Mu‘awiya said, ‘But the whole | of Basra is less than two parasangs. His very 
report itself contained what shows its falsehood. 


26 This is the kind of argument that ‘Ali sets out in detail in the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara. 

27 The greater part of the rest of the work focuses on Muhammad and the prophecies about 
him, and there is nothing about contradictions between Christian beliefs and the Bible, 
or about what the main Christian sects believed. 

28 This evidently formal fourth part of the work cannot be identified. What ‘Ali says here 
about the Jews and above about the Christians appears to suggest that in his actual writing 
he abandoned his initial plan. 
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It is like a man in Iraq who, we heard, said, ‘We have an orchard in Qumis?9 
three hundred parasangs to the west of the town.’ The person who was told 
this said, ‘If the report is right then we are now in the middle of this orchard, 
because between Qumis and Iraq is not so far as this.’ 

It is similar to the words of al-Fakhir in his book in which he prefers Qahtan 
to ‘Adnan.*° For he refers to a son of ‘Adi ibn Hatim*! and says, ‘Where will you 
have one like him? His father ordered him to chase people away from his feast, 
but the boy refused and said, “My father, order someone else to do this, not me.”’ 
Al-Fakhir said, ‘This is a generous son of a generous son, one stamped with the 
character of ason stamped with the character of a son stamped with character’ 
I find that this very report proves his statement wrong for the reason that the 
boy’s father ordered him to chase the people from his meal, and this is what 
the boy found disagreeable and asked to be excused from doing. So he was the 
generous son of a miser, someone stamped with character and son of one with 
no character. 

Anyone who wishes to clarify and distinguish the reports of the prophets 
should do the same. He might inquire into the testimonies to truth and mea- 
surements of consequence for the Prophet (may God bless him and give him 
peace), which I have found are numerous and can be brought together accord- 
ing to ten characteristics, the like of which cannot be brought together for 
anyone at all except Christ (peace be upon him). I will interpret this and dis- 
close it with clarity so that anyone inquiring into it will know that the one who 
has these qualities in his possession must have prophetic status, and the one 
who disbelieves in him is faced with a serious plea before God. 

The first of these is his praying (may God bless him and give him peace) 
to the unique, everlasting, all-knowing and just One who is not overcome | or 
opposed,? and his conformity to all the prophets in this. 


29  Aprovince in Islamic Persia. 

30 ~— Inits comparison of the southern and northern Arabian tribes, this otherwise unknown 
author’s book (assuming this is a personal name) is maybe reminiscent of such works as 
Ibn al-Kalbi’s (d. c. 821) Jamharat al-nasab. Both the author and the work must have been 
well known to ‘Ali’s intended audience. 

31 ‘Adi ibn Hatim ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Sa‘d al-Ta’i became a Muslim towards the end of the 
Prophet’s life, and transmitted a number of Hadiths from him. He was a prominent 
supporter of ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, and fought on his side at the Battles of the Camel and Siffin. 
He died in Kufa in about 687 at a very great age. 

32 The reading followed here, yu‘aradu, is that given in MS B, against the reading yujaru, 
given in MS A and followed in the editions of Mingana and Nuwayhid. It is one of a few 
instances of the later copyist changing the text of the original. 
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The second is what he possessed of piety, asceticism and sincerity, and the 
praiseworthiness of his ways and his laws. 

The third is that he (peace be upon him) manifested clear signs that only the 
prophets and noble ones of God produce. 

The fourth is that he foretold things that were hidden from him but were 
fulfilled in his time. 

The fifth is that he predicted numerous events happening in the world and 
its empires that were fulfilled after him. 

The sixth is that the book which he delivered is by necessity and undeniable 
arguments a sign of prophetic status. 

The seventh is that his victory over the nations is by necessity and undeni- 
able arguments a clear sign. 

The eighth is that his missionaries who conveyed his reports were the first 
and most godly of people, to whose like lies and untruth could not be imputed. 

The ninth is that he (peace be upon him) was the Seal of the Prophets,?? 
and that if he had not been sent the prophecies of the prophets about him and 
Ishmael (peace be upon them) would have proved false. 

The tenth is that the prophets (peace be upon them) had prophesied about 
him a long time before his appearance, describing his sending, his homeland 
and his career, and the submission of communities to him and of kings to his 
community. 

These are luminous qualities and sufficient testimonies, that whoever dis- 
plays them and they refer to him, his arrow will achieve its goal, his truth will 
succeed, and belief in him will be mandatory. Whoever rejects them and repu- 
diates them will have his course run out, and his existence here and in the 
hereafter lost. I will present the nub of this point by point, and will cite the wit- 
nesses of the prophets about it. I will not limit myself in this to a single prophet 


33 = Q. 33:40. 
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but to a number, nor to a single prophecy but to sixty or more | prophecies.3+ 
My foremost desire is that God will make it encouraging and chiding, and a 
way out of blindness for anyone who is not proud or haughty, not misguided or 
malicious. 

But if we ask the Christians in particular what is their reason for denying 
the Prophet (peace be upon him), they say: This is for three reasons: the first 
is that we have not found that any of the prophets prophesied about him 
before his coming; the second is that we do not find in the Quran mention 
of a miracle or of a prophecy of the one who delivered it; and the third is that 
Christ informed us that there would be no prophets after him.?> These are the 
strongest arguments they have for this, and with the help of God I will undo it. 
For if I can establish before them that the situation is contrary to what they say 
and that there is no need of what they say in order to believe the prophets, no 
excuse will be left to them in what is between God and themselves, and the one 
who keeps on using these pretexts and clutching onto them will be on the path 
to conflict and ruin. 

The response to their statement that no prophet has prophesised about him 
is that if the prophetic status of the prophets is only to be confirmed and can 
only be accepted by earlier prophesies about it, so that whoever believed in 
any prophet who was not preceded by the prophecy of a prophet about him 
would be in error and conflict, then let them tell us about the person of the 
prophet Moses (may God bless him and give him peace), who was it prophesied 
about him, or about David, Isaiah or Jeremiah? In their eyes these are among 
the supreme prophets (peace be upon them), although there was no previous 
prophecy about them. So whoever believes in them has abandoned truth for 
falsehood by his acceptance of them and has drawn upon himself the wrath of 
the Lord of the worlds. 


34 He has just referred to these prophecies numbering 130. 
35 Cf. Matthew 24:24, where Jesus warns against prophetic claimants coming after him. 
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An answer to what they say that there is no mention in the Quran of a 
miracle of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), | and that one 
who does not have in his book any mention of a miracle or prophecy should 
not be trusted, then let them tell us about the miracle belonging to the prophet 
David in his Psalms. If they cannot provide this for us, then why and on what 
pretext do they call him a prophet when no prophet before him foretold him 
and there is no mention of a miracle in his book? 

It must be clear from what I have explained that in the verification of the 
report about prophets there is no need for a preceding prophecy about them, 
or for there to be mention of their miracles or signs set down in their books in 
order to prove them. Among the prophets there have been those with a sign 
mentioned and prophecy expressed in their books although no prophet before 
them has foretold them, as we have made clear above, and this has not been 
a reason to set aside the truth about them. Such are Moses, Daniel, Isaiah and 
the like (peace be upon them). Among them are those for whom God joined 
everything together, such as Christ (peace be upon him), for he performed 
dazzling miracles and foretold hidden and concealed matters, and prophecies 
about him were manifested before his appearance. Among them were those 
who possessed a miracle, but there was no prophecy of theirs mentioned in 
their book, such as Elisha: he revived two dead people,?® but he made no 
prophetic utterance of a direct kind. Among them were such as Ezekiel the 
prophet, Hosea and the like of them, who did not possess any miracle but 
did possess prophecy, although their prophecy which they uttered was only 
fulfilled after a long interval, there thus being no proof about him in it for those 
who actually saw him, and among those who were before him no evidence to 
prove him trustworthy for them without a miracle which he could perform for 
the people of his time. Among them were those who possessed neither miracle 
nor prophecy, nor convincing reports in his book, although they are numbered 
among the company of prophets, such as Malachi, Haggai and Nahum, whose 
prophetic books are only three or four pages. Among them | are the prophetess 
Miriam, sister of Moses,3” and the prophetess Hannah,?® neither of whom in 
particular possessed a book, prophecy, miracle or sign, although they have 
included them among the prophets. 


36 2Kings 4:18-37; 2 Kings 13:20—21. 
37. Exodus 15:20-21. 
38 The mother of Samuel, 1Samuel 1.1-2:10. 
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My dear cousins, why and on what evidence have you called these individu- 
als prophets, if this is their status, and why do you not believe in the prophetic 
status of the Prophet (peace be upon him), who had all these qualities enumer- 
ated, some of them eternally fixed in the Qur’an, and some in the traditions®® 
which are equivalent to the Qur’an, although the ones that are in the Qur’an 
are more certain as evidence, are clearer for the formulation of proof, and are 
more trustworthy as prophecy? How can it be, when there are the prophecies 
of the godly prophets about him that I am going to make clear, and the indica- 
tion of most of them to his prophetic status and his time (God's blessing and 
benediction be upon them all)? 

If you say, ‘We dissociate ourselves from the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) and will have nothing to do with him, because there is 
no prophet after Christ’, I will make clear to you from your books that the one 
who breathed this into your ears and caused it to come from your tongues was 
not being sincere to you but deceitful, not reliable but uncertain. This kind 
of thing is what is written in the Book of the Acts, which is the letters of the 
Apostles,*° in chapter 11: ‘Tn those days prophets came from Jerusalem, and one 
of them who was named Agabus stood up and prophesied to them saying, “In 
this country there will be a famine and severe drought.’ It says in this chapter 
that in the church of Antioch there were prophets and wise men, among them 
Barnabas, Simon and Lucius of the town of Cyrene, and Manael and Saul.4? 
These five were among the prophets in Antioch, according to what is related. 
Prophetesses are also mentioned: in chapter 19 | of this book it says: ‘Philip the 
interpreter had four daughters who were prophetesses.43 And in the Book of 
the Acts, Luke** says that the group making their way to Antioch arrived at the 
house of Judas and Silas because they too were prophets.* So this point has no 
force, talk about it is quite nonsensical, and the arguments in their favour are 
slack and without conviction. For it is clear that after Christ there were people 
whom they called apostles and prophets, such as Paul himself. 


39 = ‘Aliuses the term athar, even though he evidently has in mind prophetic Hadiths. 

40 ‘Aliuses the quranic term hawariyyin for the Apostles. 

41 Acts 11:27-28. 

42 Acts 13:1, giving the name of the fourth as Manaen. 

43 Acts 21:9, where Philip is called ‘evangelist’ (Arabic mubashshir) rather than interpreter 
(mufassir), suggesting a copyist’s error here. 

44 See Acts 11, and cf. Luke 12. 

45 Acts 15:30-32, making no mention of the group going to the house of Judas and Silas. 
Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 18, n. 4, explains this as the result of an over-literal 
translation of the Syriac dibaith as ‘house’, though here it means ‘companions’. 
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With God’s help and assistance, I will explain these ten characteristics which 
I have outlined, and on every point I shall present the report that is eternally 
fixed in the Qur'an as a reproach to anyone who claims there is no mention of 
a miracle in the Qur’an, and with the purpose that anyone consulting this book 
may know its superiority and the excellence of its worth. Those who were born 
in the faith and know Islam intimately, and have lavished much attention on 
this point, have not succeeded in it nearly as much as I have. Let him in whose 
heart is the stirring of doubt compare this book of mine and the prophecies and 
full and satisfactory arguments in it, and also the convolutions and falterings 
of people I have scrutinised, with all that authors have written on it from the 
advent of Islam to our own time. This is by the assistance and help of God, and 
the blessing of the Commander of the Faithful (may God support him), and 
as a duty which God imposes through him on his friends and associates. He it 
was (may God prolong his life) who prompted me to do it, guided me to it, and 
intimated to me the high reward and attractive renown that lay in it. Before 
becoming a Muslim I was careless about it and mystified by it, not being aware 
of guidance or led to any of the things that were later revealed to me. Grace and 
praise be to God! For he has removed | the veil from sight, he has opened the 
locks, he has given liberation from the darkness of delusion. 
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This word is added in the same hand in the margin in A. 2B omits this word. 3This word, 


which is illegible in A, is supplied from B; it is lacking in C and D. “This verse is lacking in B. 


CHAPTER 1 


On his declaration of God’s unity (peace be upon him) 
and his call to the call made by Abraham and all the prophets (peace be 
upon them) 


The most authentic of the witnesses to this is the Qur'an. It states that the 
Prophet’s (peace be upon him) call was none other than to the God of Abraham, 
Ishmael, Isaac and Jacob, to the absolute oneness of God and to what the pure 
prophets called and sound intellects demonstrated. 

Of such are the utterances of God almighty in the Qur’an: ‘Say: He is Allah, 
the One! Allah, the eternally besought of all! He begetteth not nor was begotten. 
And there is none comparable unto Him’;** his words: ‘Allah is witness that 
there is no God save Him, and the angels and the men of learning, maintaining 
His creation in justice, there is no God save Him, the almighty, the wise’;+” 
his words: ‘Say: O Allah! Owner of sovereignty! Thou givest sovereignty unto 
whom Thou wilt, and Thou withdrawest sovereignty from whom Thou wilt. 
Thou exaltest whom Thou wilt, and Thou abasest whom Thou wilt. In Thy hand 
is the good. Lo! Thou art able to do all things’;#8 his words: ‘How disbelieve ye in 
Allah when ye were dead and He gave life to you! Then He will give you death, 
then life again, and then unto Him ye will return’? 

About God’s excellence, mercy and justice he said: ‘Whoso doeth right it is 
for his soul, and whoso doeth wrong it is against it. And thy Lord is not at all 
a tyrant to His slaves’;5° his words: ‘And whoso scoreth a good deed We add 
unto it good for him. Lo! Allah is forgiving, responsive’;>! his words: ‘And whoso 
doeth good an atom’s weight will see it then, and whoso doeth | ill an atom’s 
weight will see it then’;>? his words: ‘Whatever of good befalleth thee it is from 
Allah, and whatever of ill befalleth thee it is from thyself’;5? his words: ‘Allah 
tasketh not a soul beyond its scope. For it (is only) that which it hath earned, 
and against it that which it hath deserved’.5+ 


46 Q uz. 


47 Q3:8. 
48 Q3:26. 
49 Q2:28. 
50) = Q. 41:46. 
51 Q 42:23 
52 Qog9:7-8. 
53 Q 4:79. 


54 Q2:286. 
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1C and D omit: 0 gals Y o 9 (wrongly). *This word is added in the same hand below the line 


in A. 
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Enumerating God’s excellence and graciousness to his servants, he said: ‘Lo! 
Allah wrongeth not even the weight of an atom; and if there is a good deed 
He will double it and will give from His presence an immense reward’;®> his 
words: ‘We wronged them not, but they did wrong themselves’;>° his words: ‘So 
when they went astray Allah sent their hearts astray. And Allah guideth not the 
evil-living folk’;5” his words: ‘That is because they believed, then disbelieved, 
therefore their hearts are sealed so that they understand not’;5® his words: 
‘Whoso bringeth a good deed will receive tenfold the like thereof, while whoso 
bringeth an ill-deed will be awarded but the like thereof; and they will not be 
wronged’;>? and his words: ‘How (will it be) when We have brought them all 
together to a Day of which there is no doubt, when every soul will be paid in 
full what it hath earned?’6° 

This is the faith of Adam, Noah, Abraham and all the prophets and chosen 
ones (may God’s blessings be upon them). They have no misgiving about it and 
no doubt.®! 


55 Q 4:40. 


56 Qu01. 
57 Q 615. 
58 Q 63:3. 
59 Q 6:60. 
60 Q 3:25. 


61 — It cannot be a coincidence that in this section the emphasis is placed on divine unity and 
human responsibility as a consequence of God’s justice. These correspond directly to the 
two main theological principles of the Mu'tazila, showing the strength of their influence 
at this time even among people who would not necessarily be active supporters of their 


views. 
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and B; cf. Q 7:200 (gle ‘em 431). 7So in A and B; cf. Q 31:18 (23). 


CHAPTER 2 
On the excellences of his customs and regulations 


His injunctions and the regulations of his religion were: love of God almighty; 
love of parents; ties of relationship; generosity with possessions; free offering 
of common kindnesses; abstinence in the world, fasting, prayer, voluntary giv- 
ing, alms; pardon for the culprit; fulfilment of a vow; avoidance of treachery 
and lying; driving away evil by the means that are best; condemning intoxi- 
cation, debauchery, adultery and usury; commanding the distribution of well- 
being and nourishment; | striking the heads of common unbelievers, and other 
injunctions without which neither religion nor world can stand. 

Concerning this are the words of God, great and mighty: ‘Those who spend 
in ease and in adversity, those who control their wrath and are forgiving toward 
mankind; Allah loveth the good’;® his words: ‘Those who spend their wealth by 
night and day, by stealth and openly, verily their reward is with their Lord, and 
there shall no fear come upon them neither shall they grieve’;®? his words: ‘Keep 
to forgiveness, and enjoin kindness, and turn away from the ignorant. And if a 
slander from the devil wound thee, then seek refuge in Allah. Lo! He is hearer, 
knower’;** his words: ‘Turn not thy cheek in scorn toward folk, nor walk with 
pertness in the land. Lo! Allah loveth not each braggart boaster. Be modest in 
thy bearing and subdue thy voice. Lo! the harshest ofall voices is the voice of the 
ass’; his words: ‘Allah will not take you to task for that which is unintentional 
in your oaths. But He will take you to task for that which your hearts have 
garnered’;®6 his words: ‘Say: I have no power to hurt or benefit myself, save that 
which Allah willeth’;®’ his words: ‘Allah desireth for you ease; He desireth not 
hardship for you’;®* his words: ‘Lo! men who surrender unto Allah, and women 


62 Q 3:134. 


63 Q 2:274. 

64 Q7:199-200. 
65 Q 31:18-19. 
66 = Q. 2:225,. 

67  Q10:49. 


68 Q 2:85. 
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who surrender, and men who believe and women who believe, and men who 
obey and women who obey, and men who speak the truth and women who 
speak the truth, and men who persevere and women who persevere, and men 
who are humble and women who are humble, and men who give alms and 
women who give alms, and men who fast and women who fast, and men who 
guard their modesty and women who guard, and men who remember Allah 
much and women who remember—Allah hath prepared for them forgiveness 
and a vast reward’;® | his words: ‘Lo! Allah enjoineth justice and kindness, and 
giving to kinsfolk, and forbiddeth lewdness and abomination and wickedness. 
He exhorteth you in order that ye may take heed’;”° and his words: ‘Neither obey 
thou each feeble oath-monger, detractor, spreader abroad of slanders, hinderer 
of the good, transgressor, malefactor, greedy therewithal, intrusive’! 

He did not omit any matter that would be correcting or reforming to his 
servants nor any counsel that would encompass his own good will without 
speaking about it.’”* The excellence of his summons (peace be upon him) is 
shown in his extending the call to all people and calling them only to piety, and 
not singling out one group against another, as all the other prophets did apart 
from Christ (peace be upon him), who made the summons and the promise of 
forgiveness and paradise open to all. But the others tended to aim sword blows 
at whoever was around them and to scatter their fortunes without calling, 
preserving, justifying or admonishing, as the Prophet (may God bless him and 
give him peace) was commanded to do. 

Concerning the Prophet's abstinence, self-denial and contempt for the van- 
ities and trifles of the world (may God bless him and give him peace), I will 
mention things about it which prove conclusively that one with such godliness 
and piety as him cannot be suspected of fabrication and falseness. It is related 
about him (peace be upon him) that he only ever ate bread and meat under 
pressure and constraint.’? He (may God bless him and give him peace) mar- 
ried his daughter Fatima to ‘Ali (may God’s favour be upon them both), and 
was only able to provide her with a bed woven from palm fronds, a leather pil- 


69 = Q. 33:35. 


70 Q 16:90. 
71 Q 68:10-13. 


72 The sense of this sentence requires some pronouns to refer to God and some to 
Muhammad. 

73 Al-Tirmidhi, A-sham@il al-Muhammadiyya, http://sunnah.com/urn/1803490; Ibn Sa‘d, 
Tabagat, vol. 1/2, pp. 113-120 (examples of the harsh life led by Muhammad; M). 
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low stuffed with palm fibres, a cooking pot, a waterskin and a basket containing 
a few raisins and dates.’4 Aisha (may God be pleased with her) used to say, ‘We 
would be forty days | without a lamp. She was asked, ‘What did you live on?’, 
and she said, ‘On the two staples, water and dates.’”5 

Fatima (peace be upon her) would grind flour herself until her hands were 
chapped, and on her hands could be seen the mark of the millstone handle. She 
complained about this to the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 
and asked him for a servant to serve her. He said to her, ‘My little daughter, I 
do not have enough room for all the women of the Muslims, and you are one of 
them, so be frequent in your remembering and thanking God.’ Many times he 
(peace be upon him) would bind a stone tightly on his stomach out of hunger, 
he would eat, when he ate, on the ground, he would use his hand as a pillow 
when he slept, he would cover himself in a cloak, and he would say, ‘I am a 
servant, I eat and sleep like a servant.”” And when he (may God bless him and 
give him peace) prayed, he could be heard to rumble like the rumbling of a 
cooking pot through moaning—this rumbling was the seething of his insides, 
as though he was a man in turmoil through lack of food. 

One of the refinements of his morals and nobility of his person that has 
been related about him (peace be upon him) is that Gabriel (peace be upon 
him) came and said to him, ‘Muhammad, I have brought you the most refined 
morals of this world and the world to come: this is to join with the one who 
has broken with you, to give to the one who has withheld from you and to 
forgive the one who has wronged you. He said, ‘Visit the sick, feed the starving, 
and free the captives (that is the prisoners).”® He (may God bless him and give 
him peace) forbade idle talk, frequent questions and wasting possessions. He 
(peace be upon him) enjoined thriftiness and frugality, saying, ‘The holy Spirit 
breathed into my heart that no soul dies until it has exhausted its provision.’’9 
He said, ‘One who visits the sick is plucking the fruits of paradise’® (‘plucking 


74 ~~ Al-Nas@#i, Sunan, http://sunnah.com/nasai/26/189; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, vol. 1, pp. 84, 93, 
104, 108 (M). 

75 Al-Tirmidhi, Jami‘, http://sunnah.com/urn/677770, with the slight variant that Muham- 
mad’s family ‘would go for a month without kindling a fire (mda nastawgqidu bi-narin); Ibn 
Sa‘d, Tabagat, vol. 1/2, pp. 14-119 (M). 

76 ~— Al-Tirmidhi, Jami‘, http://sunnah.com/tirmidhi/48/39, recording Fatima making her com- 
plaint to her husband ‘Ali and the two of them approaching Muhammad. 

77 ~~ ~Al-Tirmidhi, Al-shama@il al-Muhammadiyya, http://sunnah.com/urn/1803520. 

78 Abu Dawid, Sunan, http://sunnah.com/abudawud/21/17. 

79 ~~ Ibn Majah, Sunan, http://sunnah.com/urn/1264630, with the variant ‘until it has received 
all’ (hatta tastawft). 

80 Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/45/49. 
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the fruit’ is reaping the palm tree). He said (peace be upon him), ‘I am not one 
for frivolity and frivolity is not for me,®! meaning play and amusement. | Urging 
abstinence in the world, he said, ‘He who amasses possessions will come on 
the day of resurrection having above his eyes a bald-headed serpent with two 
black spots.’®? He said (peace be upon him), ‘Fear the fire, if only through half 
a date.’®3 He said, ‘I stood at the door of paradise, and indeed most of those 
who went in were the poor, and the people of significance were put in prison’®* 
(‘significance’ is affluence in the world). 

He (peace be upon him) used to say, ‘God has mercy on a servant who keeps 
silent and is safe, or speaks and gains success.’ It is related of him (peace be 
upon him) that he never took anything unlawfully, or asked anyone for anything 
except for the sake of God, and that no one ever asked him for anything 
without him giving it to him, in doing this seeking to please God.85 What 
God almighty has prescribed and imposed upon his community, prayers and 
purification and the preparation for it and due concern for it by washing after 
relieving oneself, cleaning the teeth, rinsing, proper ablution (which means 
purification), hastening to assemblies, sincere humility, quiet keeping in lines, 
silence, repeating prostrations and bowing and what is said in every bow and 
prostration, until every child or adult, servant or servant girl should possess 
knowledge of this equally—this is what is due to the Creator in his glory and 
sublimity when the worshiper stands before him and makes requests of him. 

It has been related of him (peace be upon him) that he said to those who 
were with him one day when the revelation was thought to be late, ‘How could 
the revelation not be distracted when you do not cut your nails, or trim your 
moustaches or clean the joints of your fingers?’®* He used to say (peace be 
upon him) that the prayers were not the place for any talk of the people, for 
they were only for glorifying and magnifying, and reciting the Qur'an. This 
was in opposition to | the action of the person who began them when he was 
sweaty or dirty, or interrupted his prayers with conversation, joking, spitting 
and belching. 


81 Possibly al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/24/68. 

82 Al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/24/8, with the variant zabibatani for 
nuktatani. 

83 Al-Bukhani, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/61/102, meaning that a person can be saved 
from hell even if they only give to the poor half a date. 

84 Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/4g9/1. 

85 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, vol. 1/2, p. 92 (M). 

86 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, vol.1, p. 243 (M). 
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It was related from the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) that 
he said from God, great and mighty: ‘I have prepared for my servants things that 
the eye has not seen, the ear has not heard, nor the heart of man dreamed of, 
other than I have made known to them.’®’ What does this mean? The ease and 
leniency of his religion is shown in God’s command through his tongue to eat 
before daybreak, or for someone who is ill or on a journey to shorten prayers, 
and his saying that the days after the sacrifice are days for eating, drinking and 
intimacy between man and wife. 

The moral excellence of his religion and the worth of points taken from the 
Qur’an can be known, among other ways, by the fact that we find the Torah, 
which is in the hands of the People of the Book, stating that everyone who 
kills will be killed. Now Moses himself (peace be upon him), David, and other 
prophets did in fact kill many people, and so did the kings of the Israelites, 
although in this they did not deserve killing. But the Qur’an warns against 
this and prohibits it, because it states: ‘Whoever kills a believer deliberately, 
the punishment for him is hell, and there he will remain’*® It is related of 
him (peace be upon him) that he said, ‘Whoever unlawfully kills a soul who 
is protected by a treaty will never savour the fragrance of paradise’®° that is, 
will never discover its perfume. This is a succinct, specific, focused and refined 
command. 

Moses and Jesus (peace be upon them both) said, ‘Every allegation must be 
confirmed by two or three witnesses’; this is in the teachings of the Christians 
and Jews. But it is possible that the two witnesses will be reprobates and liars, 
so God said through the tongue of the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace), ‘Call two just witnesses from your people.9° Thus he renewed it 
and | clarified it with a teaching that is concise, unassailable, not outdated or 
unclear. 


87 Al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/97/123. 


88 Q. 4:93. 
89 — Al-Bukhani, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/87/52. 


go =Q 65:2. 
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Moses (peace be upon him) commanded the Israelites to curse publicly by 
the tongue of the nation everyone who violates or fails to perform any item 
from the laws and regulations of the Torah, though a man might neglect, slip 
up or make a mistake in one of them, and then repent and make amends, and 
so will not deserve to be cursed. But the Qur’an says: ‘And those who, when they 
do an evil thing or wrong themselves, remember Allah and implore forgiveness 
for their sins—Who forgiveth sins save Allah only?—and will not knowingly 
repeat (the wrong) they did. The reward of such will be forgiveness from their 
Lord, and Gardens underneath which rivers flow, wherein they will abide for 
ever—a bountiful reward for workers!’9! These are tidings and details that 
show that the one who delivered them was rightly directed, infallible, modest, 
submissive, not a borrower, a usurper or a joker about frivolous things.9” 


91 Q3:135-136. 

g2 The arguments that ‘Ali brings together under this point are intended to make a self- 
evident appeal about the fairness of the teachings of Islam, and they also attest to the 
asceticism of Muhammad, possibly in reaction to accusations that he was only interested 
in seeking sensual pleasures, furthering his own ambitions, and amassing wealth. 
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CHAPTER 3 


On the miracles of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 
which the People of the Book have opposed and rejected 


Now I will relate some of his miracles (peace be upon him) which contain 
proof for people of fair minds. And I will begin this point with what is in the 
Qur’an, so that the opponent cannot say, ‘If the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) had any miracle, then it would have been mentioned 
in it, in the same way as Moses and Jesus's (peace be upon them) miracles 
are mentioned in the Torah and Gospel’ Among his miracles that were made 
manifest in his time (peace be upon him) and to which the Qur'an witnesses, is 
that he was taken ina single night from the holy mosque to the farthest mosque. 
This is the saying | of God, great and mighty: ‘Glorified be He Who carried His 
servant by night from the Inviolable Place of Worship to the Far distant place 
of worship the neighbourhood whereof We have blessed, that We might show 
him of Our tokens!’93 The Arabs rejected this, saying, ‘When and how did he 
cover a distance of two months going and coming in a single night?’ So Abu 
Bakr (may God’s favour be upon him) came to him and asked him about this, 
and he (peace be upon him) said, ‘Yes, and I passed the camels of such and 
such a tribe when they were in a particular valley; a camel had run away from 
them and] was able to point it out to them. And I passed the camels of such and 
sucha tribe when they were sleeping and I drank from one of their flasks. At this 
moment their caravan is returning, led by an ash-grey coloured camel with two 
sacks on it, one black and the other black and white.’ The people hurried to the 
pass, and there were the camels approaching, with the ash-grey camel leading 
them.% So they could not deny his miracle, and it is indeed an unambiguous 
and satisfactory miracle, to be found in the Qur'an, and with the people of Islam 
agreeing upon it without exception. 


93 Qi73. 
94 Ibn Ishaq, Siva, p. 267/ trans. p. 184. 
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Among his miracles that God mentions in his Book is that when the polythe- 
ists tormented him and ridiculed him, he said to him, ‘So proclaim that which 
thou art commanded, and withdraw from the idolaters. Lo! We defend thee 
from the scoffers.9° This is in the Qur’an as well, and there are not two men 
who disagree over it or its interpretation: it is that five leading individuals of 
the polytheists were mocking him and tormenting him, so Gabriel (peace be 
upon him) descended to him and said to him, ‘When they circumambulate 
the House, ask God what you wish for them and I will carry it out and make 
it happen to them, So one of them, Lahab ibn Abi Lahab, passed him in the 
circumambulation, and the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 
said, ‘May the hound of God devour you; and a lion devoured him. Then al- 
Walid ibn al-Mughira passed him, so the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace) pointed to a wound that was in the sole of his foot, | and it broke 
open and killed him. Al-Aswad ibn ‘Abd Yaghiath passed him, and he pointed to 
his stomach so that it swelled up with water and he died. Then al-Aswad ibn al- 
Muttalib passed him, and he threw a leaf in his face and said, ‘O God, blind him 
and cause him to lose his son’, and he suffered all this. Al-‘As ibn Wa’il passed 
him, and he signed to the hollow of his sole so that a thorn entered it and killed 
him. Then al-Harith ibn al-Tulatila passed him, and he pointed at him so that 
he burst open with puss and perished.°® The Prophet (may God bless him and 
give him peace) was saved from the problem of the mockers, who were the most 
prominent and distinguished men of the people. 

It is related from Amina, the mother of the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace), that when he emerged from the womb a light came out 
with him, and that he fell on hands and feet, with his face and gaze raised to 
heaven.9” 

And among his miracles which shone out plainly visible to all who saw him 
on the day of Badr is that he threw dust into the faces of the polytheists, saying, 
‘May the faces be deformed’ (that is, ‘grow ugly’),°® and they were defeated and 
killed. 


95 Q15:94-95. 

96 — ‘Alii actually names six of these tormenters. Cf. Ibn Ishaq, Sira, pp. 271-272/trans. p. 187, 
who agrees on four of the names. 

97 ‘Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqait, vol.1/1, pp. 63, 97 (M); cf. Ibn Ishaq, Sira, p. 102/trans. p. 69, who says the 
light shone from her during the time she was pregnant with Muhammad. 

98 Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/32/101, connecting this with the battle of 
Hunayn; Ibn Ishaq, Sira, p. 445/trans. p. 301, relates that at Badr Muhammad threw small 
pebbles at the enemy. 
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It is related from Anas ibn Malik (may God be pleased with him) that he 
heard a man shouting and saying, ‘Messenger of God, the dwellings are being 
destroyed through the storm’s ferocity!’ He (peace be upon him) said, ‘Around 
us and not upon us!’ Anas said, ‘And I saw with my own eyes the cloud moving 
away from the town. He (may God bless him and give him peace) said to 
polytheists who were with him, ‘If any of you can speak the name of his father 
or brother, I am a liar’, and not one of them could do this. On the day of al- 
Khandaq!° he was brought two handfuls of dried dates, and he ordered them to 
be set down before him. His herald summoned the army, and they ate and were 
satisfied. ‘Ukkasha ibn Mihsan’s sword was shattered on the day of Badr,!°! and 
he said, ‘Messenger of God, my sword | is broken.’ So he (peace be upon him) 
took a piece of kindling wood and gave it to him, saying, ‘Shake it’. So ‘Ukkasha 
shook it and it became a sword. He went forward wielding it, and after this it 
never left him.!©? And he (peace be upon him) took a pebble and moved it with 
his hand and it gave praise, and then he put it in Abt Baky’s hand and it gave 
praise, then in ‘Umar’s hand, and then in ‘Uthman’s hand, and it gave praise in 
their hands.!°3 

It is related from Ibn ‘Abbas (may God’s mercy be upon him) that ona raid a 
man took a bird’s fledglings; the bird came to the Messenger of God (may God 
bless him and give him peace) and flapped its wings around his head, and then 
flew down in front of him. He (peace be upon him) said, ‘Who has taken this 
bird’s fledglings? Look for them and give it them back: So they found them with 
a Muslim and gave them back to it.!04 

It is related that a camel knelt down in front of him and then bellowed. The 
Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) called its owner and said, 
‘This camel has complained, saying that it has always been with you from when 
it was young, and you used it for work, until now it has grown old you want to 
kill it’ The man said, ‘It is right, Messenger of God, and I am not tending to it. 


99 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagdt, vol. 1/2, p. 117 (M); Al-Bukhari, Sahih, e.g. http://sunnah.com/bukhari/ 
15/11. 

100 The Battle of the Ditch in 627. 

101 The Battle of Badr in 624. 

102 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, vol. 1/1, p. 125 (M); Ibn Ishaq, Siva, p. 452/trans. p. 305 (M). 

103 This is the first of anumber of stories featuring the Righty-Guided Caliphs in which either 
‘Uthman or ‘Ali is absent with no explanation given. 

104  Al-adab al-mufrad, http://sunnah.com/adab/20, no. 382. 

105 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqait, vol. 1/1, p. 124 (M). 
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CHAPTER 3 255 


It is related that the Banu Ghifar wanted to slaughter a calf they owned, but 
the calf spoke and said, ‘Banu Ghifar, a propitious event! Someone is crying out 
in Mecca, “There is no god but God.”’ So they let it alone and went to Mecca and 
found that the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) had appeared, 
and so they believed in him.!°° 

It is related that a wolf was harassing sheep, and the shepherds said, ‘Are you 
not amazed at this wolf?’ But the wolf spoke and said, “You are more amazing 
than me. A prophet has appeared in Mecca proclaiming God, but you have not 
responded to him.?°7 

All these are reports well known among all Muslims, and they do not deny 
anything from them because they took place in front of the leaders of the 
community. And an indication that the miracle of the wolf is correct is that 
the descendants of the man to whom | the wolf spoke are called to our own day 
‘the sons of the one spoken to by the wolf’. They keep this as an inheritance, and 
they are traced back to it so that it should not be forgotten and no one should 
find a reason to contradict it. 

He (peace be upon him) cursed the Arabs, so that their rain was withheld 
and the land grew parched.!08 

It is related of him (peace be upon him) that he told Abu Sufyan about 
something that had occurred between him and his wife Hind, and Abt Sufyan 
was shocked at this and said, ‘She has given away my secret! I am going to crush 
her hand on her foot. But the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 
said, ‘Do not be unjust to Hind, because she has not given away your secret. 
So Abu Sufyan said, ‘I accused her and thought it was her, but now that you 
have told me what I was telling myself, I know that she is innocent of what I 
suspected.109 


106 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, vol. 1/1, pp. 101-103 (M); Ibn Ishaq, Sia, p. 134/trans. p. 93; al-Bukhari, 
Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/63/92. 

107. Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, vol. 1/1, p. 14 (M). 

108 = Al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/15/15. 

109 Possibly related to al-Bukhani, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/46/21. 
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Among his miracles (peace be upon him) that appeared is what was related 
from Anas ibn Malik. He said: My mother took a date and butter loaf and sent 
it to the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), asking him to eat 
some of it. So the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) rose and 
said to his Companions, ‘Rise with us. But when my mother saw the throng 
she said, ‘Messenger of God, I have prepared this thing for you, enough for you 
to eat alone.’ He said: The Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 
invoked the blessing and said to me, ‘Bring me ten at a time’; and they satisfied 
themselves and came out, and we ate with them and were satisfied.!9 

It is related from Ya‘la ibn Umayya that the Prophet (may God bless him and 
give him peace) wished to make ablutions when he was on a journey, so he said: 
Go to those two trees and say to them, ‘The Messenger of God (may God bless 
him and give him peace) orders you to come together. Then they came forward, 
making a furrow in the ground, until they came together; the Messenger of 
God (may God bless him and give him peace) performed his ablutions between 
them, and then ordered them to return | to their place, and they did so." 

It is related that a certain Jew invited him to eat, and set before him a 
poisoned lamb. He (peace be upon him) said, ‘This lamb tells me that it is 
poisoned. The Jew admitted this, and said, ‘I wanted to test you, so I said: “If 
he is a prophet this will not be hidden from him, and if he is a king he will eat 
it and I will rid people of him.’’! 

It is related of Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari that he said: We were with the 
Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) on a journey and we were 
afflicted by severe thirst, so we sought his help and in front of him was a vessel 
containing water. He placed his hand into it and made the water flow from 
between his fingers as though they were springs. So we drank and our thirst 
was quenched from it and we performed the ablutions, four hundred men of 
us.13 


110 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabag4t, vol. 1/1, p. 117, 1/2, p. 124 (M); Ibn Majah, Sunan, http://sunnah.com/urn/ 
1274500. 

111 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqdit, vol. 1/1, p. 12 (M); Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/55, ch. 18. 

112 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqait, vol. 1/1, pp. 13-114, vol. 2/2, pp. 6-7, vol. 4, p. 104 (M); Aba Dawid, Sunan, 
http://sunnah.com/abudawud/41/17. 

113 Eg, al-Bukhani, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/61/88. 
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CHAPTER 3 259 


This is enough in this book, and if we had wanted to go into the matter in full 
the book would have been lengthy. But in this there is healing for whoever God 
wills to give guidance and salvation. Some of it is what is taken from the Qur’an 
itself and is in it, and some of it is what is taken from those from whom the 
Muslims have taken the Qur'an and are considered reliable in what is passed 
on to the community. In this they are comparable to the disciples of Christ 
(peace be upon him), who passed on to the Christians books of the Gospel 
and transmitted the reports of Christ to them. So if they were trustworthy and 
reliable in any report of him which they transmitted and passed on, they are 
not to be doubted in the whole of what they have reported from him. And if 
they were not trustworthy in this, they are to be doubted in the whole of what 
they have passed on, as deceivers of themselves in the first place, and then of 
all people. 
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CHAPTER 4 


That he (peace be upon him) related matters that were hidden from him 
and were fulfilled during his time 


We shall also begin this point with what is in the Qur’an in order to confirm 
the evidence and to prove the pretexts false. God, great and mighty, said to 
his Messenger (may God bless him and give him peace): ‘Ye shall indeed enter 
the Inviolable Place of Worship, if Allah will, secure, (having your hair) shaven 
and cut, not fearing’"* And they entered it in the way that God said during his 
lifetime. He said: ‘And when those who disbelieve plot against thee to wound 
thee fatally, or to kill thee or to drive thee forth; they plot, but Allah plotteth; and 
Allah is the best of plotters’"5 And it happened as God said: they tried to plot 
against him, but God overturned their plotting and frustrated their cunning. 
God said: ‘O ye who believe! Remember Allah’s favour unto you when there 
came against you hosts, and We sent against them a great wind and hosts ye 
could not see’! God struck the unbelievers’ faces with it, and it happened as 
he said. He said: ‘I will throw fear into the hearts of those who disbelieve. Then 
smite the necks and smite of them each finger’. And it happened as God told 
him, and he did to them as he had been commanded. He said: ‘Hast thou not 
observed those who are hypocrites? They tell their brethren who disbelieve 
among the People of the Scripture: If ye are driven out, we surely will go out 
with you, and we will never obey anyone against you, and if ye are attacked we 
verily will help you. And Allah beareth witness that they verily are liars. Indeed, 
ifthey are driven out they go not out with them, and indeed if they are attacked 
they help them not, and indeed if they had helped them they would have turned 
and fled, and then they would not have been victorious’."* It turned out as God 
said to his Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), for they were 


114 Q 48:27. 


115 Q 8:30. 
116 =Q 33:9. 
117.) Q 8:12. 


118 =Q59:1-12. 
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expelled though these brothers of theirs did not leave with them, they were 
fought against though they did not assist them. 

What can anyone possibly say against these miracles | when the Qur’an 
speaks about them, the community witnesses to their truthfulness, and had 
indeed been expecting verification of them, and men and women talk about 
them? If such things are to be taken as distortion and dissimulation and they 
can be included in the Qur’an, then we will not believe them that in the Torah 
and Gospel specific falsehoods have also [not] been included," from which 
those who witnessed the matter turned away and to which they shut their eyes. 
If this cannot be accepted about the Torah and Gospel and about those who 
were alive at the time, it certainly cannot be accepted about the Quran and 
its bearers either. About the oath-breakers of the polytheists among Quraysh, 
God, great and mighty, said: ‘Fight them! Allah will chastise them at your hands, 
and He will lay them low and give you victory over them, and He will heal the 
breasts of folk who are believers’!° and it happened as he said. 

Among the truthful reports that are known is the one from Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubada 
al-Sa‘idi who said: ‘We were with the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace) on an expedition, and with us was a man who only had to meet a 
polytheist in combat and he would kill him. We mentioned this to the Prophet 
(may God bless him and give him peace), and he said: “Is he not from the people 
of hell?”’ Sa‘d said, ‘So I kept on following him to know what would finally 
happen to him. He was wounded and found death lingering, so he set his sword 
on his navel and pushed against it until he killed himself”!#! 

It is passed on from him (peace be upon him) that he said to Khalid ibn al- 
Walid and his companions when he sent them to Ukaydar of Dumat al-Jandal: 
‘You will arrive and find him in the enclosure of his property catching cattle’, 
and they found him doing this.!?2 


119 The sense requires a negative here, although there is no trace of this in either MS. Cf. 
Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 38: ‘we will not believe the adversaries who say that the 
Torah and the Gospel do not contain falsehood...” 

120 Qoz14. 

121 Eg, al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/56/12. Muhammad knew that despite 
this man’s strong faith he would not enter paradise because he would sin by committing 
suicide. 

122 Buligh al-maram, http://sunnah.com/bulugh/u, no. 1321 (from Abu Dawid), with no 
mention of Muhammad predicting where Ukaydar would be found. 
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It is passed on from him (may God bless him and give him peace) that his 
she-camel went astray, and he was asking about her. The hypocrites said, ‘Here 
is Muhammad claiming messages from heaven, though he does not | know 
where his camel is.’ But he knew what they were insinuating to one another, 
so he came and declared and said, ‘I only know what my Lord has taught me, 
and my Lord has informed me that my she-camel is in such a valley with her 
halter tied to a tree.’ So they searched for her and found her like this.!23 

It is passed on from him (may God bless him and give him peace) that one 
day he gathered the people together and announced to them the death of the 
Negus, king of Ethiopia, and prayed for him and exclaimed four times, ‘God is 
most great’!24 The news of his passing arrived that same day, with the sea lying 
between him and the land of Ethiopia, and Mecca not being on a route like the 
routes of east and west. 


123 Ibn Hisham, Sirat Rasul Allah, ed. Mahmid Sayyid al-Tahtawi, Cairo, 1911-1913, vol. 3, p. 335 
(M). 
124 Eg, al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/63/106. 
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CHAPTER 5 


On the prophecies of the Prophet (peace be upon him) that were fulfilled 
after his passing 


We shall also begin this point with the prophecies of the Prophet (may God 
bless him and give him peace) that are in the Qur'an, so that no argument will 
be left to the people of dissension and obstinacy to rely on and no hold to cling 
to. Among these are the words of God, great and mighty: ‘Have We not caused 
thy bosom to dilate, and eased thee of the burden which weighed down thy 
back, and exalted thy fame?’!#5 This means that his name will be mentioned 
and given precedence after the name of God in every sermon, charm, debate, 
marriage, act of worship and so on. 

Among these are the words of God the exalted: ‘When Allah’s succour and 
the triumph cometh and thou seest mankind entering the religion of Allah in 
troops, then hymn the praises of thy Lord, and seek forgiveness of Him. Lo! He 
is ever ready to show mercy’!”6 In this chapter he announced his actual death 
to his community and prophesied to them about what would be after him, the 
entry of people in troops and droves into his religion. And it happened in this 
way. | They see it clearly after much time, and they do not deny it. 

God the almighty says: ‘Alif. Lam. Mim. The Romans have been defeated 
in the nearer land, and after their defeat they will be victorious within a few 
years’!2” And it happened as he said in a war that took place between Chosroes 
and Caesar. So it became plain to the Arabs that the revelation was true, and 
it continued to be talked about among them and their children and women in 
their homes. They were awaiting it and asking about it until it was shown to 
everyone to be true. 

Among these are the words of God, great and mighty: ‘Allah hath promised 
such of you as believe and do good work that He will surely give them the 
succession in the earth even as He caused those who were before them to 
have succession; and that He will surely establish for them their religion which 
He hath approved for them, and will give them in exchange safety after their 
fear’!28 This is also a prophecy which has been fulfilled and become manifest, 
and no one will find a means of denying it, because he has given the Muslims 


125 Q94:1-4. 


126 Quo. 
127 Q30:1-4. 


128) =Q 24:55. 
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rule, made their religion strong for them and replaced fear with security for 
them. What miracle or prophecy is truer or clearer than these? 

From it are his words: ‘He it is Who hath sent His messenger with the 
guidance and the religion of truth, that He may cause it to prevail over all 
religion, however much the idolaters may be averse’!29 God and his messenger 
(peace be upon him) proved to be right, his religion has triumphed over every 
religion, and the people of every faith have yielded to him. 

From it are his words: ‘Say unto those of the wandering Arabs who were left 
behind: Ye will be called against a folk of mighty prowess, to fight them until 
they surrender; and if ye obey, Allah will give you a fair reward; but if ye turn 
away as ye did turn away before, He will punish you with a painful doom.!8° 
These were people who stayed away from the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace), and he hinted to them that they would fight against the 
Byzantines and the Persians, or they made the act of submitting. It happened | 
as in the Qur'an, and those who saw it bore witness to its truthfulness. 

What can opponents say about these prophecies, and what rejoinders and 
arguments will they be able to use against them when they are vindicated, 
fulfilled and scattered and spread through east and west? If anyone should treat 
this lightly, not think it enough and insist upon refuting it and disproving it, he 
will only humiliate himself, will only anger his Lord, will only cheat his fate, and 
will not be able to find for us anything in his books other than similar things to 
it. 

Concerning the reports that have come down about which there is no doubt, 
are the words of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), ‘I have 
five names, Iam Muhammad, Ahmad, the Abolisher, for God abolishes unbelief 
by me, the Gatherer, for I gather people, and the Final One, for I am the last of 
the prophets.’#! His words were truthful (peace be upon him): God brought 
prophecies to a close with him, he effaced unbelief by him, that is he subdued 
it, reduced it, abolished it from the navel and heart of the earth—a trace of it 
remaining in its corners and margins. 


129 ©Q 9:33. 
130 ©Q 48:6. 
131 Eg, al-Bukhani, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/61/41. 
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It has been related that he was on a mountain that moved, so he told it, ‘Be 
still, for upon you are no less than a prophet, an upright man and a martyr: For 
with him were Abu Bakr, who was called ‘Upright, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman, both of 
whom were martyred after him. 

He (peace be upon him) used to say to his Companions, ‘I will precede you 
to the pool’8? which is to say, ‘I will go before you’, for the one who precedes is 
the one who goes before. And God took him to himself before them. 

He (peace be upon him) said to Fatima (may God be pleased with her) in 
his illness during which he died, ‘You will be the soonest of my family to follow 
me.83 And she was the first of his family to die after him. 

He said to ‘Alribn Abi Talib (God’s pleasure be upon him), ‘This will be tinged 
with that’; and he pointed to his beard and head. After him ‘Ali was affected by 
a serious illness, and his family said | to him, ‘We are alarmed for you because 
of this illness you have. He said, ‘But I am not alarmed about it because the 
Messenger of God (may God bless him and give him peace) said: “This will be 
tinged with that’’ And this was so: he was cured of this illness, but then he was 
struck on the head with a sword and killed.!54 

He (peace be upon him) said to ‘Uthman, ‘God will dress you in a shirt, and 
they will tempt you to take it off, but do not. So when ‘Uthman was besieged 
and they said to him, ‘Take off the caliphate’, he said to them, ‘The Prophet (may 
God bless him and give him peace) said to me such and such, so I will not do 
what you say’, and he was killed.135 


132 Related to al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/urn/46450. 

133 E.g. Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/44/142. 

134 According to early accounts, the Caliph ‘Ali died as a result of a sword blow to his head 
while he was leading prayers. 

135 This summarises the traditional account of ‘Uthman’s death in Medina. 
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He said (may God bless him and give him peace) to ‘Ammar ibn Yasir, ‘An 
unjust band will kill you;!9° and he was killed during the fighting between ‘Ali 
and Mu‘awiya. Mu‘awiya would not deny the tradition, but he used to say, ‘It 
was not my troops who killed him, but the one who deceived him and made 
him go out to the battle. 

He said (may God bless him and give him peace) to Zubayr ibn al-‘Awwam, 
‘You will fight against ‘Ali and you will be acting unjustly towards him. He did 
this, and ‘Ali rebuked him for it.137 

He said (may God bless him and give him peace) to his wife Aisha (may God 
be pleased with her), ‘The dogs of al-Haw’ab will bark against you.’ When she 
went to Basra she heard barking during her night journey. She inquired about 
the place, and they said, ‘A watering-place called al-Haw’ab: She recalled his 
words (peace be upon him) and recited ‘The Recall’!88 and she regretted her 
reason for going there.!9 

He used to say (peace be upon him) about al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali (peace be upon 
them both), ‘This child of mine is my descendant and through him God will 
reconcile two groups of Muslims.4° 

He said (peace be upon him), ‘The earth was concentrated down for me so 
that I could see | its eastern and western parts. And the rule of my community 
will reach as far as the point from which it has been concentrated down’—the 
meaning of ‘concentrated down is ‘collected together’!#! 

On the day of Khandaq he took a pick-axe and struck with it a rock which 
was too hard for those who were digging it out. Sparks came out from it, and 
he said (peace be upon him), ‘Within these sparks I saw the cities of Chosroes. 
Then he struck another blow and sparks came out; he said, ‘Within these I saw 
the cities of Caesar. And God will definitely conquer them for my community 
after me.!42 


136 = Al-Tirmidhi, Jami‘, http://sunnah.com/urn/636840. 

137 A telling reference to the Battle of the Camel during ‘Ali’s caliphate. 

138 Q 2:56: ‘Lo! we are Allah’s and lo! unto Him we are returning’. 

139 See Abi Ja‘far al-Tabari, Tarikh, pp. 3109-3110, 3126-3127/trans. A. Brockett, The community 
divided (The history of al-Tabari 16), Albany NY, 1997, pp. 50-51, 68-69. 

140 Abu Dawid, Sunan, http://sunnah.com/abudawud/42/67. 

141 Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/54/24. 

142  Al-Nasa’i, Sunan, http://sunnah.com/nasai/25/92. 
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It is related that when he (peace be upon him) returned from a journey, he 
would immediately go to the mosque and pray two rak‘as and go to Fatima 
(may God be pleased with her). He went to her after leaving the ditch, and she 
started crying and kissing his mouth. He said to her, ‘Fatima, what is it, you are 
crying?’ She said, ‘Messenger of God, I can see you unkempt and exhausted, 
and your clothes worn through.’ He said, ‘Fatima, God has sent your father the 
instruction that he leaves no dwelling on the face of the earth, of clay or of hair, 
on which he has not bestowed power or powerlessness—may the coming be 
like the coming of night.43 

It is related from Anas ibn Malik that he said, ‘I was with the Prophet (may 
God bless him and give him peace) in an enclosure and I heard knocking at the 
door. He said to me: “Up Anas, open the door for him. Give him good news about 
paradise, and tell him that he will govern my community after me.” I went, and 
there was Abu Bakr (may God be pleased with him), and I gave him the good 
news and the information that I had heard, and I turned away. Then someone 
else knocked at the door, and he said, “Up and open the door for him, and give 
him good news about paradise and that he will govern my community after 
Abu Bakr.” I opened it, and there was ‘Umar (may God be pleased with him), so 
I did what I had been ordered. Then I heard knocking at the door, and he said 
(peace be upon him) to me: “Up and open the door for him, and give him good 
news about paradise and governing the community | after ‘Umar.’ And there 
was ‘Uthman (may God be pleased with him).44 

It is related from him (peace be upon him) that he used to say, ‘The Hour will 
not come until you see people whose faces are two-layered shields’,45 and that 
he (peace be upon him) used to say, ‘Which of your countries is harshest?’, and 
he was told, ‘Khurasan’. He said, ‘It will prevail for you after me’ And none of 
the descendants of this ‘Abbasid dynasty nor any others doubt that Abt Muslim 
revolted because he was in no doubt that the victory and the caliphate should 
go to the people of this house. When he approached al-Hira he sent someone 
to ask who from the descendants of al-‘Abbas was there. When the messenger 
saw them he said, ‘Which of you is Ibn al-Harithiyya?’— it was Abu al-‘Abbas,!46 


143 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, vol. 4, p. 6, implying that the turn of Muhammad’s fortunes will be 
as certain as night follows day. 

144 Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/44/44. 

145 Eg, al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/56/141. 

146 Abu al-‘Abbas al-Saffah, the first ‘Abbasid caliph (r. 750-754), great great grandson of al- 
‘Abbas, the uncle of Muhammad. His mother was from the Harith tribe, making him the 
‘son of the Harith woman’. 
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Commander of the Faithful (may God grant him forgiveness )—for it is in the 
Hadith that the first who would have the caliphate was Ibn al-Harithiyya, and 
about this they did not doubt. But even more amazing than this is that the 
Umayyads did not doubt that the caliphate would pass to her family from the 
family of that house. So they killed them, searching them out beneath every 
stone, while the people of Khurasan sent messengers to them when they were 
in al-Sharah to expect them, calling to them, and not doubting their cause, even 
though some of them were killed. Then the cause was made manifest at the 
time decreed by God for it to be manifest through widely-received traditions. 

We have heard that news reached Abi al-‘Abbas (may God have mercy on 
him) of the capture of Yemen and Sind on the same day. At this he showed great 
agitation, so the people of his house said to him, ‘Commander of the faithful, 
this is a day of joy, so why this sadness?’ He said to them, ‘Have you forgotten 
the Hadith received from the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace): 
If anyone conquers | Yemen and Sind on the same day, his end is near?’ He grew 
feverish from that day, and he died a few days later. 

It is related from the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) that 
he wrote to Chosroes and Caesar two letters calling them to Islam, beginning 
with himself.!4” Caesar placed his letter on a cushion and sent a polite reply. 
But Chosroes tore up his letter and wrote to Fayruz the Daylami who was in 
Yemen, ordering him to go to the Prophet (may God bless him and give him 
peace) and seize him and kill him. He said, ‘O God, tear up his kingdom’, and 
his kingdom was torn up, as you can see. Fayruz went to him and informed 
the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) of what he had been 
ordered about him. The Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) said 
to him, ‘My Lord has informed me that your lord has been killed, so keep off me 
until you have proved that report true.’ Then the report of this reached them, 
and because of what Fayriz heard and saw he became a Muslim. He called the 
Persians who were in Yemen to Islam and they became Muslim. When al-‘Ansi 


147. He began each letter with his own name. 
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the liar appeared in Yemen claiming prophethood, the Prophet (may God bless 
him and give him peace) wrote to him and ordered him to kill him.'48 So Fayraz 
went in to him when he was asleep and wrenched his neck and struck it, and 
so he killed him. 

He said (peace be upon him), ‘This (meaning the caliphate) will always 
remain among the Quraysh.49 

He said (may God bless him and give him peace) to his uncle al-‘Abbas, who 
had brought to him ‘Abd Allah when he was a child (God’s mercy be upon both 
of them), ‘He will be the wisest and most knowledgeable of my community in 
interpretation and revelation. He called him and spat into his mouth, saying, 
‘My God, give him wisdom about religion and give him knowledge about 
interpretation. It happened as he had said, and because of this he was called 
‘The Doctor’.5° 

Among the items of evidence of what God conferred upon the Prophet 
(peace be upon him) and upon believers | in him is what occurs in well-known 
and widespread Hadiths of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab praying for rain in the name 
of ‘Abbas ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib (may God be pleased with both of them) in the 
year of dryness. He took him by the hand, went forward and said, ‘O God, we 
come to pray to you for rain, and to intercede with you through the uncle of your 
Prophet. They did not cease until a cloud rose up and sent torrents of rain. 

He used to say to his Companions, ‘By the One who has sent me with truth, 
although you may be humble, when you come to evening you will ascend to 
become stars, and those who are guided will be guided by you. And it will be 
said: A certain man related from the Messenger of God (God bless him and give 
him peace) and said from him such and such.’ And you may see this as he said. 

It is related that ‘Ikrima ibn Abi Jahl killed one of the Ansar in battle, when 
‘Tkrima was still a polytheist, and the Prophet (God bless him and give him 
peace) smiled. One of the Ansar said to him: ‘Messenger of God, are you smiling 
at one of your people killing one of ours?’ He said, ‘No. 1am smiling because they 
are both in the same rank in paradise.’ Ikrima became a Muslim after this, and 
he was martyred in the encounter of Ajnadayn in the territory of the Romans. 


148 Al-Aswad al-‘Ansi was one of the four best-known prophetic pretenders in the latter years 
of Muhammad's life. 

149 Muslim, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/muslim/33/4. 

150 ‘Abd Allah ibn al-‘Abbas (d. 687/8), regarded as the founder of Qur’an commentary, was a 
direct ancestor of the ‘Abbasid dynasty. 
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He (peace be upon him) said to ‘Adi ibn Hatim,!*! “Adi, become a Muslim and 
you will be safe. ‘Adi, I think that what holds you back from this is the poverty 
you see in those around me, when you can see the people who are against us are 
one force. Have you seen al-Hira?’ He said, ‘I said, “No”’ He said, ‘Before long a 
woman will be able to ride on a camel without a protector to make the circuit of 
the House. And indeed the treasuries of Chosroes son of Hormiz will be opened 
to us three times. ‘Adi said, ‘I have seen all that he said, peace be upon him.’ 

When the Arabs apostasised and Abu Bakr went against them with the 
armies, | he (may God be pleased with him) said, ‘The Messenger of God (may 
God bless him and give him peace) promised the Muslims victory and triumph 
from God, and that God would manifest his religion above every other. And 
God will never go back on his promise. God has indeed confirmed his belief 
and proved the Prophet’s word true (may God bless him and give him peace) 
and doubt has vanished away. 


151 This is the ‘Adi ibn Hatim al-Ta’'l mentioned above, pp. 220-221. 


152 Al-Bukhari, Sahih, http://sunnah.com/bukhari/61/102. 
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CHAPTER 6 


On the Prophet’s illiteracy (may God bless him and give him peace) and 
that the Book which God revealed to him and caused him to articulate is a 
sign of prophetic status 


Among the miracles of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 
is the Qur'an itself. It is a miracle of expressions which I have never seen any 
author of books on this subject interpret without giving up his words or claim 
about it. While I was still a Christian, I and an uncle of mine, who was one of the 
scholars and eloquent experts of the people, used to say that rhetorical figures 
are not signs of prophethood because they are common among all nations.!53 
But when I gave up imitation and custom, and left behind the shackles of habit 
and upbringing,!54 and I considered the expressions of the Qur'an, I found out 
that it was as its people said. This is, that I have never found any book written 
by an Arab, Persian, Indian or Roman that brings together the declaration that 
God is one and that there is no other god than him, or praise of him, great 
and mighty, the attestation of the messengers and prophets, the urging to good 
works that endure, the command to the good and prohibition of the forbidden 
or the kindling of the desire for paradise and arousal of the hatred of hell, as 
does this Qur’an. Ever since the world has existed, who has delivered to us a 
book with such an attribution or character as this, which contains the very 
essence of such appropriateness, exaltedness and refinement, and which is 
accompanied by such vindication, | success and victory? The one who brought 
it, on whom it was revealed, was illiterate, and had no knowledge of any writing 
or eloquence.!®® So it is a sign of prophetic status, without doubt or argument. 

Further, I have seen that the books with continuing value all unavoidably 
concern themselves either with the morals of the world and accounts of its 
people or with religion. The intention and significance of books on morals, 
philosophy and medicine are different from this latter intention, and they 


153 This interesting autobiographical sidelight shows that earlier in his life ‘Ali, together with 
his uncle, whom he later names as Aba Zakkar Yahya ibn al-Nu‘man (pp. 434-435), had 
argued against claims about the inimitability of the Qur’an based on its literary qualities. 
These criticisms would have pitted them against many Muslim apologists of the time, 
though they may have agreed with the Mu‘tazili Ibrahim al-Nazzam (d. 836 or 845), who 
argued that it was the Quran’s predictions of future events that proved its miraculous 
nature, and not its style. 

154 This suggestion that ‘Ali’s Christian faith was due to his upbringing includes an intimation 
that he was never personally convinced of its validity. 

155 Q7:157, 158. 
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should not be mentioned alongside books of revelation and religion. Those that 
are on religion, the first of them in name and existence is the Torah, which is 
in the possession of the People of the Book. We find that in general it is about 
the genealogies of the People of Israel, their journeying from Egypt, their halts 
and departures, the names of the places at which they stopped, and in addition 
it contains customs and laws which dazzle the intellects and by which human 
ability and capabilities are rendered powerless. What the Qur’an contains of 
these reports is no more than a reminder of God’s merciful acts, parables, 
cautions and warnings. 

The greater part of the Gospel, which is in the possession of the Christians, 
is the account of Christ, his birth and his activities, together with refined moral 
precepts, noble counsels, immense wisdom and impressive parables, though 
containing no customs, laws or historical accounts, except for a little that is 
brief. 

In the Book of Psalms are historical accounts, hymns of praise and psalms 
consummate in beauty and outstanding in loveliness, but containing noth- 
ing about customs and laws. The greater part of the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah 
and other prophets are condemnations of the People of Israel, foretellings of 
the disgrace destined for them, the departure of grace from them, the visit- 
ing of vengeance and assaults upon them, and things like these. | The wicked 
Manicheans'*® have vociferously censured them and said that the wise, merci- 
ful One is too exalted to reveal such things as these or to command such matters 
in them as the sprinkling of blood on the altars and the garments of the priests 
and leaders,!5” the burning of bones, the mention of obscenities and refuse 
and similar matters, the continuation of anger and resentment, the practice of 
abandoning houses if their walls show a hint of white because there is leprosy 
affecting them,5* people among them being ordered to advance, one group 
against another with swords unsheathed, and to fight against one another, con- 
tinuing until they wiped one another out by striking and beating. The people 
did this without resistance and yielded to being wiped out and the danger of 
death without holding back.59 Those who hastened to do such things were 
obedient and not resistant, friends and not enemies. But friends and obedient 
people should not be ordered to wipe one another out or cause slaughter. 


156 Literally zanadiqa. 

157 See e.g. Exodus 29:20-21. 

158 Leviticus 14:33—48, though there the infection is reddish or greenish in colour. 
159 Exodus 32:27-29. 
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Then Moses (peace be upon him) ordered them to go to two mountains 
opposite one another, for six tribes to ascend one of them and six tribes to 
ascend the other, and for people among them to read out the injunctions of the 
Torah injunction by injunction and usage by usage—which neither a human 
nor the mountains could bear—and say, ‘Whoever violates these regulations, 
or is careless about them or lets any part of them slip, will be accursed’ The 
tribes who were on the other mountain answered ‘Amen’ to those who were 
cursing at the top of their voices. He did not omit any of them from inclusion 
in the curse. He incited them to curse others who came after them, to do it with 
vigour, obedient in all of it, and not dissenting.!®° So they fell into ruin before 
any of their homes could be settled into and to total condemnation before they 
could scent | the smell of victory or comfort. 

Similar are the words of the prophet Ezekiel that God ordered him to shave 
his head and beard with a sharp, keen sword;!® and also the words of the 
prophet Hosea that God ordered him to marry a woman notorious for fornica- 
tion. She bore him two sons, and he ordered him to call one of them ‘I will not 
have mercy’, and the second ‘They are not followers of mine’, ‘so that the People 
of Israel will know that I will not have mercy on them and will not count them 
as friends or followers’! Hosea said from God about the Jews, ‘Their mother 
was an adulteress, and they were born from an illegitimate union.’ The words of 
one of the prophets from God about the Jews are, ‘Your mother took delight in 
the virility of the men of Egypt."® Isaiah, who preached a sermon against the 
People of Israel, afterwards said, ‘It is the Lord who says this, whose light is on 
Zion and his furnace in Jerusalem.’64 


160 Joshua 8:30—35, conflated with the more detailed account in Deuteronomy 27:11-26. 
161 Ezekiel 51. 

162 Hosea 1:2-6. 

163 Ezekiel 16:26. 

164 Isaiah 31:9. 
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Now, as for the Qur'an, not a single word like this can be found in it, but 
it is woven through with the declaration of God’s oneness, assertions that 
there is no god but him, high praises of him, customs and laws, reports and 
narratives, the promise and the threat, hungering and alarming, prophecies 
and foretellings of attractive things which conform to God’s glory, wisdom 
and might, the extending of hope in forgiveness, pity and the acceptance of 
repentance, and expressions by which souls can find rest and in which hopes 
can take refuge without losing heart. For God says in it: ‘Allah is forgiving, 
merciful’)!®> ‘Who forgiveth sins save Allah only?;16° and he says ‘Say: O my 
slaves who have been prodigal to their own hurt! Despair not of the mercy of 
Allah, Who forgiveth all sins. Lo! He is the forgiving, the merciful’!67 

For this reason it is right to say that this Book is one of | the signs of 
prophethood, because it has had no equal since the beginning of creation 
and writing on the page. It also includes other brilliant excellences which 
are light and mystery typified, for other books apart from this, such as those 
from philosophers in particular, were written by people who were learned and 
scholarly following graduation and training, and after they were formed in the 
cities, took in information and followed scholarly men. However, the Prophet 
(may God bless him and give him peace) was never like this, but an illiterate 
Abtahi.!6* He never learned from an Egyptian, Roman, Indian or Persian. He 
did not participate in gatherings of men of learning in order to learn letters 
and book reading, though he produced arguments to bedazzle grammarians 
and inundate masters of eloquence and verbal artifice. The members of the 
Islamic community submitted to him, for he said from God, great and mighty, 
‘Say: Then bring ten suras, the like thereof, invented, and call on everyone ye 
can beside Allah, if ye are truthful!,!©9 and ‘Say: Then produce a sura of the 
like thereof, and call your witness beside Allah if ye are truthful.!”° But no one 
among the people murmured or spoke; they gazed instead in loving admiration, 
they yielded and obeyed. 


165 Q 3:29. 


166 =Q3:135. 

167 Q 39:53. 

168 The Abtah were a clan of the Quraysh in Makka, and Abtahi was one of the names of the 
Prophet. 

169 Qui3. 


170) Q 2:23. 
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The protected people’s scholars may object at the Prophet (peace be upon 
him) being illiterate, that God does not withhold from his prophets the practice 
of writing, for it is the best thing he could confer on them and the least of his 
secrets and signs he could teach them. The answer to this is that God the exalted 
has bestowed upon each of them as he, great and mighty, has seen fit. Among 
them was the skilful speaker such as David, the stammerer and lisper such as 
Moses, some who raised the dead unlike any others, and some who parted 
the sea and broke open the rock so that water gushed forth, and no one else 
was granted | this. Among them were some who were wise and writers, such 
as Solomon, and among them were some who were illiterate such as David, 
for he said in his Psalms, ‘because I do not know how to write’!”! This did not 
diminish him, just as Christ was not diminished because he was not a practised 
spear-thrower or expert marksman, nor was he a surveyor or an engineer. And 
just as it was no diminution to Moses that he was not eloquent as a speaker, 
or was unable to walk on air, or could not cure the blind or leprous, so it is no 
discredit to him or David or others like them (peace be upon them) that God 
did not raise either of them to heaven as he did others. So no one should say that 
he withheld from any particular prophet what he unstintingly gave to another 
prophet. Indeed, the person who says this is stubborn and defiant. 

Can you not see that neither Simon the Rock, nor Matthew or Luke, disciples 
of Christ (peace be upon him), were at fault because they could not measure 
up to Paul in eloquence and verbal ability? In the same way, the Prophet (may 
God bless him and give him peace) was not dishonoured in being illiterate 
like David, but rather God made this a shining sign and proof against those 
of his people who disbelieved in him, because it has become clear to the 
communities and protected people that he did not produce this Qur’an through 
distinction in verbal ability or earthly wisdom. In his speech he (peace be upon 
him) was brief and concise, criticising those who babbled a load of nonsense, 
and he was calm when talking. We have heard that Aisha (may God be pleased 
with her) used to say, ‘The Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) did 
not go on and on, as you do. His speech was concise while you scatter it about 


171 Psalm 71:15, according to the Peshitta (M). 
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carelessly.!’* One day he went to speak but he was ill at ease and fell silent. Then 
he said, ‘This expressing little is something that happens | among the prophets. 
And ‘expressing little’ is their talking little; ‘a spring expressing little, namely ‘of 
little water’, and ‘a ewe expressing little’ if its milk does not flow. 

He heard (peace be upon him) a man speaking boastfully and over- 
extravagantly and he told him to be silent. Then he turned to those who were 
present and said, ‘Say what you have to say, and Satan will not then tempt you. 
Those of you who are dearest to me and the closest of you to me on the Day of 
Resurrection are those of you who perform the best actions. And those of you 
who are most abhorrent to me and the furthest of you from me on the Day of 
Resurrection are those of you who perform the worst actions. I hate the chat- 
terers, the boastful and the long-winded.!3 

So, illiteracy, which the protected people regard as a deficiency in him, is 
not something that is despicable or blameworthy, but is rather a proof and 
luminous confirmation. Hence, if someone learned and eloquent could have 
produced a book such as this which I have described, it would have been a 
miracle. So what if a man who was from the desert and illiterate produced it? 
This is a witness to the fact that God had made him utter it, and the holy Spirit!”4 
had mediated it to him and helped him in it. 


172 Al-Tirmidhi, Al-sham@il al-Muhammadiyya, http://sunnah.com/shamail/34. 

173 Al-Nawawi, Riyad al-salihin, http://sunnah.com/riyadussaliheen/18/228 (related from al- 
Tirmidhi). 

174 It is striking that ‘Ali readily uses this conventional Muslim term for Gabriel after what 
must have been years of using it to refer to one of the Persons of the Trinity. 
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CHAPTER 7 


That the Prophet’s victory (may God bless him and give him peace) is a sign 
of prophethood 


Among the signs of the Prophet (peace be upon him) is the victory which all 
Muslims adduce as evidence. I used to say about it what other Christians said, 
that victory is something common among the nations, and what is common 
is not a sign of prophethood. But when I recovered from the drunkenness of 
deviation, woke up from the slumber of confusion, and the lure of custom 
vanished away from me, | I came to know that this was not as they said. For he 
(may God bless him and give him peace) began alone and solitary, an orphan 
and in need, as God, great and might, says: ‘Did He not find thee an orphan and 
protect (thee)? Did He not find thee wandering and direct (thee)? Did He not 
find thee destitute and enrich (thee)?"”> He called all the Arabs and every one 
of the nations to faith in God, great and mighty, while people were shooting 
at him from one bow, were sneering at him, and looking at him scornfully. But 
this did not hold him back or deter him, for he unfolded the religion without 
keeping anything back and went forward to what God ordered him without 
turning away. But when he saw them rejecting his order and accusing him, and 
not entering into God’s religion and grace voluntarily, he made them enter by 
force until the preaching prevailed and all the Arabs yielded. Then signs and 
prophecies followed one another among them, the religion became sweet to 
them, and certainty shone forth. So their love for him after hatred and their 
acceptance after hostility reached the point that people could see and hear. 
Who has ever claimed such a victory in the name of God since God created 
the world? It comprises constraints and attractions, invocation of the Creator of 
heaven and earth, asceticism in the world and attachments to the hereafter, and 
denial of partners and equals, abominations and filthiness. For this reason it has 
achieved splendour and superiority through the regions and zones of the world, 
dry land and sea, from remotest Sus!”6 to the deserts of the Turks and Tibet, 
through the tearful and the generous, and by reference to the name of the God 


175 Q93:6-8. 
176 InMorocco to the far west. 
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of Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets. His preachers knew 
asceticism in the world and rejection of its ties, intensification of afflictions, 
resolve in their souls against every indulgence and appetite, satisfaction with 
nourishment and thrift, | and the command to such impartiality in oaths and 
fairness in judgements that if a Muslim believer were to kill an unbelieving 
protected person, the Muslim would be killed for this in retaliation and justice. 
We know with certainty that such a victory is undoubtedly the equivalent of 
the signs of the rank of prophetic status. 

As for the victories of the nations which they throw back at us, if they 
distanced themselves from the fancies that blind and deafen, and focused on 
the causes, they would realise that the victory of Alexander, Ardashir son of 
Babak!”’ and others was not for God or because of prayer to God or on behalf 
of his prophets, but in order to obtain conquest, might and reputation. And 
these people were from among the materialists, dualists!”® and idolaters, so this 
cannot be compared with the victory, greatness and radiance of Islam. 

For this victory there is another clear proof that is sufficient and indubitable. 
This is that it can only have been from God or from Satan. Now if they acknowl- 
edge that it was from God, then Islam is truth, and they must accept it and join 
it. And if they claim that it was from Satan, then Satan must have been in com- 
pliance with God and his prophets with no disagreement, and obedient with 
no defiance. For he would have been helping those who called upon the one 
everlasting God and practised the religion of the One who ordered fasting and 
prayer, and forbade immorality, unbelief, adultery and abomination, who made 
exaltation and glorification of God his slogan in encounters, his first outcry in 
advancing, and his protection in set-backs and conflict. Whoever thinks that 
Satan would help to make known such a religion and to support it certainly 
has a good opinion about him and speaks well of him, and refutes what God 
and his prophets say about him. For how could Satan help someone who calls 
to | such a religion as this, in which his roots are torn out, his opportunities are 
cut off, and all his followers and advocates are annihilated? 


177. Ardashir I (1. 226-242) was the founder of the Sassanian Empire, overthrowing the 
Parthian empire and uniting a series of minor kingdoms under single rule. 

178 The materialists, al-dahriyya, were often explained as those who took the view that life 
was influenced by nothing more than the ongoing course of time (cf. Q 45:24). Muslim 
heresiographers used the term to describe Greek philosophers, and ‘Ali probably has this 
meaning in mind and is pairing them with the Greek Alexander, just as he pairs the 
dualists with the Persian Ardashir. 
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Sinful people thought this kind of thing with regard to Christ (peace be upon 
him). The Jewish rabbis said about him, ‘This man drives out Satan by the 
prince of demons. But Christ said to them, ‘Every kingdom that is against itself 
will perish and not stand, and every town in which there is discord and hostility 
will not last or be stable’ He said, ‘If it is Satan who drives out Satan then how 
can his kingdom and might last?’ and the Jews were bewildered at this.!”9 

This is our argument against those who say about the Prophet (God bless 
him and give him peace) what the Jews said about Christ (peace be upon him). 
Among what the Prophet (peace be upon him) testified from God, great and 
mighty, about Satan are his words: ‘Lo! is it not the devil’s party who will be 
the losers?’;!8° ‘Lo! the devil is an enemy for you, so treat him as an enemy. 
He only summoneth his faction to be owners of the flaming Fire’;!*! ‘Go forth 
from hence, for lo! thou art outcast. And lo! My curse is on thee till the Day of 
Judgment. He said: My Lord! Reprieve me till the day when they are raised’;!®2 T 
shall fill hell with thee and with such of them as follow thee, together’;!83 ‘O ye 
who believe! Follow not the footsteps of the devil’;!®* ‘Say: I seek refuge in the 
Lord of mankind, the King of mankind, the God of mankind, from the evil of the 
sneaking whisperer’!®> The Prophet (peace be upon him) ordered protection to 
be sought from him in all acts of prayer and at all times, when he said, ‘I seek 
refuge with the All-hearing, All-knowing from the accursed Satan. 

So if Satan helped the one who condemned him and warned people about 
evil from him, we cannot be sure whether all | the faiths that have appeared in 
the name of the one, single God are in league with Satan and come from him. 
All the nations agree that Satan orders you to associate other beings with God 
and to worship images and fires, incites adultery, depravity and treachery, and 


179 Matthew 12:24-26. In line with his overall approach to biblical texts in this work, ‘Ali has 
no hesitation in citing this passage to support his case. 


180 Q58:19. 
181 Q 35:6. 

182 Q38:77-79. 
183 Q 38:85. 
184 Q 24:21. 


185 Qu4:i-4. 
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he is totally given up to it and to insinuating it. He is the enemy of God and 
of his prophets, who command the opposite of the whole of this. So then, God 
has nothing to do with the party of Satan and Satan has nothing to do with the 
party of God and his saints, and this victory is from God and not from anyone 
else. 
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CHAPTER 8 


That those who called to his religion and witnessed to the truthfulness of 
his cause were the best and most godly of people 


Certain people have imputed falsehood and deviation to the disciples!®* of 
the Prophet (God bless him and give him peace), and said that they slipped 
and turned away from their path and erred. I will speak about their virtues, 
asceticism and godliness in such a way that will restore good opinion of them 
and stop fault-finding with them. 


The asceticism of Abu Bakr (may God’s pleasure be upon him) 


The first of them is Abu Bakr (may God be pleased with him). His asceticism 
in the world, his disdain for it and detachment from it reached such a point 
that he was called to the caliphate, which is the most exalted position in the 
world in power, the most important in prestige, the one that most concentrates 
all might, exaltedness, power and delight in the world and the world to come, 
and is splendid beyond all desire, but he refused it and scorned it until they 
compelled him to accept it. After a few days he came to the people and shouted 
at the top of his voice, ‘Can anyone take it away? Can anyone take it away?’ But 
when no one answered him he spoke to the people and said, ‘This oath of loyalty 
to me was unlooked for, and I only accepted it because I feared unrest. | By God, 
I did not desire it by day or night, I did not ask God for it in secret or in the open, 
Ihave no joy in it nor ability for it’ Has anyone heard of aman more noble than 
this, more despairing of his godliness, and more lofty in ambition for the things 
of heaven? 


186 Inthe Qur’an the term hawariyyin is applied specifically to the disciples of Jesus. 
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His abstinence and piety reached such a point that every month he assigned 
to himself sixty dirhams from the Muslims’ revenue for subsistence. It is said 
that he asked for his revenue to be removed from him and placed in the 
Muslims’ treasury, and that he would pay for his subsistence as others did. But 
the Muslims would not allow this, so he said to them, ‘This caliphate of yours is 
returned to you, for by God I can only do it on this condition.’ So they conceded 
it to him. 

We have heard that a few days after he became caliph he (may God’s pleasure 
be on him) was seen taking off his shirt to be auctioned. In his illness he was 
told, ‘Shall we call the doctor to you?’ He replied, ‘The doctor has seen me’, and 
they said, ‘What did he say to you?’ He said, ‘He said that he (meaning God) 
would do as he willed’ And when his illness grew worse, he said, ‘Where is 
this doctor of yours to prevent it, if he is trustworthy? By him who bestowed 
honour upon Abi |-Qasim,'®’ there is no soul on earth that I would desire to 
depart more than my own, not even the soul of this fly flitting past. Do you 
know why?’ They said, ‘No. He said, ‘Because by God I fear that something will 
come between me and Islam,’ By this he meant an error or a fault. 

At the time of his death he enjoined ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (may God be 
pleased with him) and said, “Umar, if you keep my advice, you will meet no 
hidden thing that is better for you than death, and you will certainly meet that. 
And if you ignore my charge, you will meet no | hidden thing that is worse for 
you, and you will not be able to avoid it’ When his end approached he enjoined 
‘Umar (may God be pleased with them both) and said, ‘I have acquired nothing 
from the Muslims’ revenue except this young camel on which I carried the 
water which I and they drank, this young girl who has served me and all of you, 
and this velvet garment, and he pushed it away with his foot. Then he said, ‘I 
have returned all of it while I am alive and am able to. 


187. Muhammad’s forename. 
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His discretion and justness reached such a point that two men disputed 
before him, and one of them kept interrupting the other’s evidence. Abt Bakr 
restrained him a number of times, but he would not let up. Then he raised his 
whip, and when the man went to shield himself from it with his hand he hit the 
handle and it broke. At this point the man went off, with Abu Bakr (may God 
be pleased with him) in great anxiety. He said to ‘Umar, ‘I should never have 
been placed in this position, and you alone got me into it’ So ‘Umar replied, 
‘By God, this position is more a part of you than your ear. Indeed, by God, one 
has to strike with the stick and sword. Then he got up, with ‘Umar with him, 
and went to the man. Abt Bakr gave the whip to him and, kneeling down before 
him, he said to him, ‘Sir, have your own back. I would wish it done sooner rather 
than later’ But the man refused and said, ‘I was just about to come to you to ask 
you to forgive me because I have made you angry’ ‘Umar said to the man, ‘Do 
it, or release him’ The man said, ‘You are indeed free, Caliph of the Messenger 
of God, may God forgive you. Abt Bakr got up, saying, ‘May God forgive you as 
you have forgiven me, and may he pardon you as you have pardoned me.’ 

In a sermon he said (may God be pleased with him), ‘I have governed you, 
though I am not the best among you. If have conducted myself properly then 
help me, and if I have acted weakly then strengthen me. | The one who is weak 
in your eyes is strong in mine until I have given justice to him, and the one who 
is strong in your eyes is weak in mine until I have extracted justice from him. 
Sincerity is faithfulness and deceit is falseness. As long as I obey God, obey me, 
but if I disobey him, you have no duty to obey me.’ 

How can it be thought that a man having such asceticism in the world, 
although he owned it, and expressing such views about the caliphate, although 
he was forced to it, accepted falsehood or anything said about it? 
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The asceticism and virtues of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (may God’s 
mercy and pleasure be upon him) 


There is nothing in the world more significant than the caliphate, and less 
significant than what allows subsistence and survival. A man to whom the 
caliphate came in an untroubled and untrammelled way and he held back 
from it, being happy with subsistence from it and content with nakedness and 
wretchedness, spreading out pebbles for bedding and using his arm as a pillow, 
depriving himself of every desire and delight, being brought the treasures of 
Chosroes which had been guarded for thousands of years and disdaining them, 
regarding them as polluted, not reaching out his hand to a dirham, a dinar, a 
pearl, a vessel, a gem, a garment, an ornament, a manservant or maidservant 
among them, can there be anyone in the entire world more abstemious, or more 
virtuous, or more forbearing than him! 

When he sent out an army he said, ‘Men, I have a duty towards you that I 
took on the day I became your ruler, not to take from your revenue a dirham 
except with justification, and if it came to me, only to spend it in the right way; 
and not to delay your return when sending you out; not to charge you beyond 
your abilities; and to be the father of the household until you return. So he 
used to visit the homes of the women left behind to greet them and in person 
to buy their necessities although he was the Commander of the Faithful, and to 
bring them letters from their husbands and send their letters to them. It is said 
that he saw a woman | left behind carrying a jar, so ‘Umar (may God be pleased 
with him) took the jar and carried it on his head until he took it to her home. 
He passed an old Christian who asked and said, ‘In God’s name give judgement 
between me and the Muslims; they taxed me when I was young, and they have 
abandoned me when I have become old.’ ‘Umar said, “Umar is here for you!’ 
And he hurried away and filled a sack with flour and ordered someone to carry 
it. But then he said to the man carrying it, ‘No, Iam the one who ought to carry 
it’ So he carried it on his head and took it to the old man, together with dirhams 
which he gave to him. And he made provision for him every month. 

A basket of sweets was sent to him, and he said, ‘Have all the Muslims been 
given the same?’ and they said, ‘No. He said, ‘Then I have no need of any 
comfort or foodstuff that is not shared by all the Muslims’, and he ordered it 
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to be removed from his presence. When he was ill he was told, ‘Shall we bring 
you a doctor?’ He said, ‘If my cure depended on ointment for my ear, I would 
not have used it. How perfect is my Lord, to whom I am going, 

The people of Syria saw him getting off his camel and leading it, coming to 
a river, sitting down and taking off his shoe with his own hand and walking 
through the river. And they said, ‘We have not seen any other king acting like 
a monk, only this. It is said that ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (may God be pleased with 
him) was in a garden he owned working, and he heard a loud noise. Al-Hasan 
ibn ‘Ali said to him (peace be upon them both), ‘Father, climb up and you will 
see something amazing. It is ‘Umar chasing a camel that has escaped from the 
alms-fund, and he is pouring with sweat. ‘Ali (may God be pleased with him) 
said, ‘This is the gifted son of Hantama,!** who is gentle without being weak 
and strong without being harsh. 

When al-Hurmuzan, King of al-Ahwaz,!89 was brought before him, in his 
attire and array, and the people were agog | at him, he said to them, ‘Where 
is the Commander of the Faithful?’ They said, ‘He is that man asleep. He said, 
‘Then where are his chamberlains?’, and they said, ‘He has no chamberlains. 
He said, ‘Then where are his guards?’ and they said, ‘He is his own guard.’ He 
said, ‘Then where is the throne of his realm and his cushion?’ and they said, 
‘His throne is the earth and the dust, his pillow is the stone and his cushion is 
his hand.’ He said to them, ‘Then it is through him that you have prevailed over 
us. You regard the world and life as little, and we have lusted after both: 

When Chosroes’ treasures and gems were brought, it was all emptied in 
the mosque. He appeared to be distressed, so he was told, ‘Commander of the 
Faithful, this is a day of joy’ He said, ‘No victory such as this has been granted 
to any without some harm arriving between them’ Then he sat down and was 
dividing the wealth with the palm of his hand, and his son was sitting apart, like 
a sheep with a broken bone.!9° When he saw that he was giving him nothing 
he said, ‘Father, it is as though you do not think I have any rights in this wealth: 


188 ‘Umar’s mother Hantama was the daughter of Hashim ibn al-Mughira of the Makhzim 
clan of Quraysh. 

189 Al-Hurmuzan was the Sassanian governor of the province of al-Ahwaz at the time of the 
early Islamic conquests. He accepted Muslim rule at first but then revolted, and ‘Umar 
sent Abi Misa al-Ash‘ari against him. This story contrasts the luxury to which Persian 
rulers were accustomed with the simple, basic ways of the first Muslim Arabs. 

190 Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 67, n. 2, explains that this proverbial saying means he was 
quiet and distressed. 
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He said, ‘Indeed, my son, for I fear that my palm might become broad for you’ 
One of those present said, ‘I will pass to him what you have scooped out to me, 
and scoop out to me some beside this’, and he did this. 

His little daughter took a dirham from the revenue, so he shouted at her, but 
she did not let go of it. ‘Umar (may God be pleased with him) stood before her 
and the young girl put it in her mouth. But he kept on clasping her throat until 
she threw it down. A man gave him two sets of clothes as a present, but he sold 
them and with the price for them he bought five slaves and freed them, saying, 
‘Any man who would rather cover himself in two coats than free these men has 
got the wrong idea’ 


The asceticism of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (God’s pleasure be upon him) 


It is said that when ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (may God honour him) was made caliph, 
a few days later he was seen offering his sword to whoever could give most, and 
saying, | ‘IfI only had a night’s supper, I would not be selling it’ He had greater 
need of it than anyone else and he used it more, but necessity forced him to 
sell it, although every year he received a considerable revenue from an estate 
he owned. Every day he used to empty the public treasury, sprinkle it with water 
and sleep in it, saying, ‘Yellow stuff, tempt someone else and not me. The earth 
is open for you, whether you are white or gold. 

It is said that a velvet cloth he had was worn and threadbare, so the maidser- 
vant spread over him and his family one of the velvet cloths from the freewill 
offering. But he did not like its texture and said, ‘What is this?’ She said, ‘A velvet 
cloth from the freewill offering revenue. Then he flung it off himself and said, 
‘You have made us feel cold for the rest of the night’ 

A man shouted to him when he was in his house, and he came out to him 
promptly, saying, ‘I am at your service. 
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The asceticism of ‘Umar ibn Abd al-‘Aziz, ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Umar ibn 
al-Khattab and many of the finest Muslims (may God be pleased 
with them all) 


If someone should say that these men were used to affliction and they could 
not have done other than they did, well while a man may be used to affliction, 
if he meets with plenty he can become used to luxuries and extravagant, and 
he makes up with them for what he missed in past times. So Mu‘awiya, his son 
Yazid, and the Umayyad caliphs after him indulged themselves and derived 
their pleasures from anything to be eaten, drunk, worn, inhaled, loved and 
desired. Two goats would not butt each other during it,!%! and there were not 
two men who would oppose them. The exception was al-Walid ibn Yazid ibn 
‘Abd al-Malik,!9* who lifted the veil, threw off restraint, and neglected the 
command; he was smitten by an eye complaint!%? and the inevitable fate. 

This man ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (may God’s mercy be upon him), although 
many pursuers of amusements and companions of the world whom we have 
mentioned | had preceded him, he had no regard for any of this. His piety and 
disdain for the world reached such a point that after being the most graceful, 
most delicately scented, most handsomely attired, and the most fastidious 
overall of the people of his time, when he became caliph he climbed into the 
pulpit and said, ‘In God’s name, I had no desire at all for this position, nor did 
I beseech God for it in secret or in public, so if there is anyone who is hostile 
towards me, this is the moment. These words of his are given substance by the 
fact that a step in his house collapsed, and one of his family repaired it. ‘Umar 
(may God be pleased with him) said, ‘Praise be to God! It is as though whoever 
did this begrudged the fact that I would leave the world without putting one 
brick on another. Then he ordered it to be dismantled.1%* 


191 Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 70, n. 1, explains that this means no-one showed them 
any opposition. 

1g2  Al-Walid, r. 743-744, was notorious for his excesses. ‘Ali intimates that these were so great 
that the general acquiescence to Umayyad rule came to an end, and he was brought to his 
death by divine intervention. 

193 According to ‘Ali’s own Firdaws al-hikma (ed. Siddiqui, p. 177), intishar al-ashfar (Meyer- 
hof, “Ali at-Tabari’s “Paradise of wisdom”, p. 23, corrects this to intithar) is an eye complaint 
that results in the loss of the lashes. 

194 ‘Umar was protesting that he was not above making repairs for himself even though he 
was caliph. 
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One cold day he was brought some heated water, and he said to the servant 
girl, ‘Where did you get this?’ She said, “We heated it where the Muslims’ food 
is cooked. He said, ‘Unless you had brought it through ignorance you would 
not be serving me after this. Give them back the price of the wood.’ His servant 
bought him a garment for ten dirhams, and he said, ‘This is very soft; I would 
prefer one less than this. The servant said, ‘Before the caliphate, I would buy 
him an embroidered garment for seven hundred dirhams and he would say, 


my 


“I would prefer one more expensive than this.’’ One day he was told, ‘Your 
removal of wrongdoings is annoying the Umayyad family.’ He said, ‘I only wish 
that God would remove every wrongdoing from me. For whenever I remove an 
abuse he cuts off a finger-sized piece from my body, so I shall remove the last 
wrongdoing when my soul departs.’ He used to say, ‘I have not lied since I have 
had my senses. A lie dishonours the people who are partner to it’ 

The governor of Hims wrote to him requesting him to increase the allocation 
for his sheets of paper | and the oil for his lamp, and to ask his permission to 
repair the wall of the town. He wrote to him, ‘Make the pen finer and the speech 
more concise, and combine the two needs into one; concerning the lamp oil, 
my instruction to you is not to have a lamp when you go out to the mosque in 
the dark night; and concerning the town wall, fortify your town with justice and 
cleanse its streets from oppression’ 

The prefect of Iraq wrote to him that a huge fortune had been gathered to 
him. So he ordered him to increase the incomes of the Muslims and their chil- 
dren with it. He wrote to him that he had done this and the fortune remained, 
so he ordered him to marry young men to young women. He wrote to him that 
he had done this and some fortune remained, so he wrote to him to encour- 
age the protected people to build and to make it a free loan to them, because 
neither ‘Umar nor his family had any need of it. 
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We have heard that ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (may God’s mercy be 
upon both of them) was longing for grapes in his illness, so they found a bunch 
and bought it for him for a dirham. Someone came asking and he ordered it to 
be given to him, so they went and bought it from the man who had asked and 
gave it back to him. Then someone else came asking, so he gave it to him and 
refused to taste of it. 

We have heard that when al-Rabi‘ ibn Khaytham!% (God’s mercy be upon 
him) was ill, they said, ‘If only you would call a doctor’ He said, ‘I was intend- 
ing to do this, but then I drew back and said, “Where are ‘Ad, Thamid and 
Qartin?!°6 There is much about them and there were doctors among them, 
though neither those who were treated nor those they were treating survive. 
So what is the significance of a doctor when nothing can prevent death?”’ 

The prefect of Basra was a man from Syria, | who used to entice and lure the 
Qur’an readers to accept incomes and presents from him. He divulged this to a 
devout woman, who said, ‘You who make the readers dishonourable! By God, I 
myself am embarrassed to ask the One who possesses the earth for anything to 
do with earthly matters, so how can I ask it from a slave who is poor like me?’ 

One of the Hashimite prefects of Kufa heard of aman who was chaste, ascetic 
and pious, so he sent him much money. But the man refused to accept it, 
and the Hashimite thought that he was one of those who hated their coming 
to power and did not think that money from them was lawful, and he felt 
disquieted about him. The man heard this, so he got up and prayed a number 
of rak‘as, saying, ‘O Lord, they are making me desirous of what you make me 
abstemious from, and they want for me what you deny me. So take me to 
yourself’ And they found him lifeless in his prayer room. 

One of the caliphs went on pilgrimage and met a certain ascetic of Mecca, 
but he did not raise his head to him, so he offered him a great sum of money 
to distribute among whoever he wanted, but he refused to accept it. He asked 
him to give him advice, so he said, ‘Fear God in the affairs of the Muslims he 
has committed to you, and adhere to the Qur’an as guide and teacher’ 


195 This is probably al-Rabi‘ ibn Khuthaym, an early Kufan ascetic (d. c. 682/3), who was 
known for his fortitude during illness. 

196 ‘Ad and their successors Thamiid are mentioned a number of times in the Quran (e.g. 
7:73-78, 14:9) as tribes descended from Noah who had established distinctive cultures. 
Qariin is mentioned as one of Moses’ followers (often identified as the biblical Korah), 
with great wealth and his own followers (cf. Numbers 16:1-35); he disobeyed Moses and 
was swallowed up in punishment (Q 28:76—82). The three would represent peoples from 
the past, who despite their wealth and civilization had now vanished. 
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Such was the asceticism of many kings, kings’ sons and the most eminent 
in the community, of whom there has been no like or equal among the kings 
of the earth or communities of the prophets since the world has been. Those 
who were such people cannot be accused of deceptions or lying. The world 
enfolded them but they fled from it, it came to them with its charms visible 
but they turned away from it, it shed upon them its innermost rarities and the 
riches of its treasures, it prepared for them the enticements of its snares and 
marvels of its deceptions and temptations, but they did not stoop to them and 
were content | with rags and tatters and with coarse, unrefined food. Before 
Islam they had been men of consequence, dignity, wealth, cattle, grazing herds, 
profitable business and trade. This I say in truth, beyond which I desire nothing, 
for which alone I make my words prevail, and through which alone I hope for 
success. For if lying and trickery can be imputed to people who persevered in 
this way and triumphed over the world in this way, no one else will be blameless 
of such imputation and suspicion. 

Indeed, although the disciples of Moses and Christ (peace be upon them) 
were godly and pure, truth cannot be a cause for shame and must be affirmed. 
So if such men as we have named are under suspicion, then by the same 
token we should suspect those who never reached their stage of asceticism, 
or were put to the test like they were, or were given deliverance like them. 
For if the word of the disciples of Moses and Christ (peace be upon them), 
who abandoned fishing, renounced administration and left business and farm, 
must be accepted and their report believed, then by the same token men who 
possessed the caliphate completely must be believed, though in their sight it 
was less significant than spit in the river or dung in the sea. 

If someone should say, ‘These people of yours only endured what you have 
mentioned in pursuit of power and leadership’, we come back to them with 
the same thing and say, ‘This also is what can be thought of your people, 
because when they moved from a vulgar and insignificant state to where people 
sought to obey them and be blessed by them, and men of affluence and esteem 
gathered to them, and their commands were carried out on people and wealth, 
their souls desired influence and so they suffered loathing and rudeness in the 
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course of it’ You have heard what Simon the Rock did to a man who sold his 
estate and brought him the price of it in order to gain favour with him by means 
of it. The response he got from him | is that he was enraged with him and asked 
God to kill him and his family instantly, because he was miserable and had not 
brought him the whole price but had kept back some of it for himself and his 
family.!9”7 Greed is something not to be credited to the disciples of Christ, so 
credit the disciples of Muhammad (peace be upon him) in the same way. 

If they say, ‘Those people of yours, although they are outstanding and devout 
in themselves, we have doubts about them because their witness was to their 
cousin, and to draw people to their religion’; we say, ‘It is the same with your 
people as well. No one witnessed to Moses and Jesus except their cousins.’ And 
if they say, ‘But what need have we of witnesses in our favour from our own 
people when your man believed in our prophets?’; we say, ‘What then will you 
say about someone who accepted their words before the appearance of the 
Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), was he right or wrong, guided 
or misled? though between the description of the Messiah whom the people 
of Islam believe in and your Christ there is a very considerable difference, for 
Christians say that he is eternal, while in our view he is temporal; they consider 
that he is Creator, while in our view he is created; that he was killed, while in 
our view he is living. These are conflicting descriptions with no similarity. 

‘Furthermore, all people have a duty towards God to seek the truth and 
follow it in all ages, and God, great is the mention of him, has a duty towards 
people to confirm the truth and make it manifest, and to put an end to the 
pretexts of those who doubt about it. We have no doubt that many of the 
nations surrounding the land of Egypt and Syria had heard the report of Moses 
(peace be upon him) and the other prophets, and their souls yearned for it, 
and also the reports of Christ before the appearance of Muhammad (may God 
bless him and give all of them peace), and they asked anyone who came along 
about it. Should they have | accepted and believed what they heard about the 
two of them or not? If you do not think that accepting it was necessary, you 
disbelieve in every prophet. And if you think it necessary, we will say, “Why is it 


197. Acts 5:1-12. 
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necessary when those who reported it and witnessed to it were no more than 
Jews or Christians, and anyone who accepts the word of such people and is 
deceived by it is opposed to the truth, according to what you say, and dependent 
upon untruths and falsehood because he has trusted the word of their two 
communities and the cousins of them both about them, people who possess 
no sign or proof?” So, if accepting this was obligatory for those nations before 
the Prophet Muhammad (may God bless him and give him peace) witnessed 
to them about it, then accepting the report of the Prophet's Companions (may 
God bless him and give him peace) is likewise obligatory, especially since the 
prophets witnessed to him, described his advent and his time, and gave such a 
precise account of this that no one apart from the Muslims could claim it. For 
if the Jews stubbornly but ignorantly claim the prophecies which I am about 
to relate, what will the Christians say, with their testimony that God has rooted 
out the Jews, erased their faith from the record of the earth, declared that there 
is no reason for mercy to them, no cancelling of lapses for them, no acceptance 
of repentance or honesty from them unless there is withdrawal from it and 
abandoning for the justifications for it?”!9° 


198 ‘Ali neatly turns a retort from the real or imaginary opponents he cites in the previous 
paragraph into a strong argument in his own favour. The opponents quip that since 
Muhammad attests to the veracity of Moses and Jesus no more support for them is 
needed, to which ‘Ali replies that a prophet’s claims must be accepted on grounds of 
attestation from their own followers, who will have witnessed what they did and said. 
But if Christians accept the testimonies of Jesus’ disciples, by the same token they cannot 
reject the testimonies of Muhammad’s Companions. 
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That if the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) had not 
appeared, the prophecies of the prophets about Ishmael (peace be upon 
him) and about the Prophet (peace be upon him), the Seal of the Prophets, 
would necessarily have been pointless, because God, great and mighty, does 
not go back on his promise, make what he has said a lie, or disappoint the 
one who puts his hope in him 


He made clear and open announcements to Abraham (peace be upon him) and 
Hagar (God’s mercy be upon her), and we have seen them come to fulfilment or 
made apparent only with the appearance of the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace). Hagar was given the kind of announcement about this 
greater than we have ever seen any wife of past men receive apart from Mary 
the pure virgin, mother of Christ (peace be upon him). However, Mary, (peace 
be upon her) was given the announcement about Christ once, while Hagar was 
given the announcement about Ishmael twice, and his father (peace be upon 
him) was given the announcement a number of times. Then, after her passing, 
God, great and mighty, mentioned Hagar many times on the tongues of the 
prophets, as though addressing her. I will explain this, as God wills, in its due 
place. 

What God almighty revealed to Abraham (peace be upon him) about Ish- 
mael alone are his words on the tongue of Moses (peace be upon him)!*? in the 
first Book of the Torah in Chapter 10, for God said to Abraham (peace be upon 
him), ‘I have answered your prayer about Ishmael and have blessed him and 
increased him and made him exceedingly great. He will beget twelve mighty 
beings, and I will make him a mighty nation.2°° This is in the translation of 
Marcus the translator, though in the Torah interpreted by the seventy-two Jew- 
ish priests it says, ‘He will beget twelve nations.’2°! For there is nothing greater 
among the promises and announcements about anyone than the word of God, 


199 ‘Ali shows no difficulty in accepting that the Torah as he read it was the text revealed by 
God to Moses. He also assumes, without needing to make the connection explicitly, that 
the references to Hagar and Ishmael that follow are prophecies about Muhammad and 
Islam. 

200 Genesis 17:20. 

201 From the abruptness of ‘Ali’s mention of him, Marcus must have been familiar to him, and 
presumably to some at least of his readers. ‘Ali shows that he himself is aware of differences 
between the text derived from the original Hebrew and the Septuagint, evidently the result 
of close examination in order to ascertain the precise words as they pertained to Islam. 
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great and mighty, ‘I have blessed him and increased him and made him exceed- 
ingly mighty: Less than this from God, great and mighty, is great, and something 
smaller than it is significant, because the scope of what God sees is exceedingly 
great and mighty, and there is no more mighty scope than it. This is a reproach | 
and refutation of that rude and uncouth person who slandered Ishmael and 
dishonoured him with the words of God about him, ‘He will be a wild ass of 
the people’. I will explain this under this point as a rebuke to this insane sniv- 
eller.2°? For Moses (peace be upon him) prophesied about such a prophecy in 
the first Book, Chapter g, saying, ‘When Hagar fled from Sarah, the angel of God 
appeared to her and said, “Hagar, Sarah's slave-girl, where have you come from 
and where are you going?” Answering him, Hagar said, “Iam running away from 
my mistress Sarah.” The angel of the Lord said to her, “Return to your mistress 
and be submissive to her, for I will multiply your offspring and your seed until 
they cannot be counted in number. And you will bear a child and give birth 
to a son and will name him Ishmael, because God has heard your self-denial 
and humility. He will be a wild ass of the people, and his hand will be over all 
and the hand of all will be stretched out to him, and his dwelling will be on the 
boundaries of all his brothers.”’2 

This is a second announcement which the angel delivered directly to Hagar 
(peace be upon her) from God, great and mighty, giving the news that God 
would make the hand of her son uppermost and the hands of all the people 
lower with respect to him. And among the prophecies of Moses (peace be upon 
him) we have not seen this come to fulfilment or made manifest except after 
the appearance of the Prophet Muhammad (may God bless him and give him 
peace). 

Moses said in the First Book, Chapter 13, that God said to Abraham (peace be 
upon him), ‘T will also make the son of your slave-girl into a great nation because 
he is from your seed. This is a third announcement about Ishmael (peace 
be upon him). Following these words, Moses said, ‘When Abraham rose in the 
morning, he took Hagar and his son from his dwelling, seeking | to please Sarah, 
and came to the place that God had commanded him about her. He gave her 


202 ‘Ali does not identify this opponent, though he is presumably the Christian identified a 
few paragraphs below as a ‘careless accuser’, and a little later as a Jarmaqany’. 

203 Genesis 16:7—12. 

204 Genesis 21:13. 
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supplies and provisions, put the child on her shoulder, and sent her off on her 
way. Hagar departed and went astray in the desert which is called Beersheba. 
Her water ran out, so she placed the child beneath the root of a wormwood 
tree and withdrew a stone’s throw away so as not to see her son’s death, and 
she remained like this weeping and sad. But God heard the cry of the child, and 
the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven and said, “What is troubling you, 
Hagar? Let your heart be glad, because God has heard the child’s cry. So rise, 
take him up and hold him, because God will make him into a mighty nation.” 
Indeed, God opened her eyes, and behold she was near a spring, and she crept 
and filled the container from it, and gave the child some of it. God was with her 
and with the child until he grew. His dwelling was in the desert of Paran, and 
he applied himself to learn archery.2°5 

This prophecy of Moses (peace be upon him) about Ishmael and his mother 
Hagar is like the words of the angel Gabriel to the Virgin Mary, ‘Our Lord is 
with you, you who are blessed among women.?°° But the Christians have been 
tempted by this and say that God came to dwell in her because of Gabriel’s 
words to her, ‘Your Lord is with you’, though Moses’ (peace be upon him) words 
about Hagar are similar to these, that God was with her and with the child until 
he grew. 

These are four announcements which are clearly about Ishmael (peace be 
upon him), two of them revealed to Abraham and two to Hagar. Let that 
careless accuser find for us any announcements from God almighty following 
one another about a child to its parents which are greater in number, | clearer 
and more accurate than these since the world has been. 

Concerning what God announced to Abraham about his seed and descen- 
dants as a whole, they are also two. One is the words of God, great and mighty, 
to Abraham when he was bringing his son to the sacrifice: ‘Because you have 
done this deed and have not spared your son, your only one, now I will swear 
by my own self that I will bless you and will multiply your seed and make them 


205 Genesis 21:14—21. 
206 Luke 1:28 
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as numerous as the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore. Your children 
shall inherit the lands of their enemies, and all the nations of the earth will be 
blessed through them.?°’ And in addition the Torah says, ‘Abraham said, “Now! 
am dying, and I have no son or offspring, and so my servant, the offspring of my 
house, will inherit from me.” But the Lord said to him, “No, such a person will 
never inherit from you, but he who inherits from you will be one who issues 
from your loins. Go out and look at the stars of the sky, and if you can count 
them, you will be able to count your children as well.”’28 

The four earlier announcements are clearly about Ishmael alone, and in 
these two Ishmael shares with Isaac and his other brothers. So these are six 
undeniable prophecies and announcements about them, though this rude, 
vicious, ignorant Jarmaqani?°? claims that Ishmael is not included among the 
sons of Abraham (peace be upon him). These words were only fulfilled and 
made evident with the appearance of the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace), while before this all the Christians and Jews knew that descendants 
of Abraham, known through him and related to him, continued among the 


207 Genesis 22:16-18. 

208 Genesis 15:4-5. 

209 Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 81, n. 8, links this term to the Syriac Gramqaya, which 
refers to the area of Beth Garmai in northern Mesopotamia; see further Gaudeul, Riposte, 
p. 26, n. 95 (Yaqut, Mujam al-buldan, Beirut, 1990, vol. 2, pp. 150-151, identifies Jarmaq 
as a small town in Persia on the road between Isfahan and Nisabur, though he says 
nothing about any religious derivation). It appears to have been used routinely in this 
period to refer to Christians who belonged to the Nestorian Church and would thus have 
links to somewhere to the north of the capital: in the early 10th century Abu Ja‘far al- 
Tabari, mentions a certain Yahya al-Jarmaqani (or Jurmuqani) as a secretary of the Caliph 
al-Mu'tasim (TZa’rikh, p. 182/ trans. C.E. Bosworth, Storm and stress along the northern 
frontiers of the Abbasid Caliphate (The history of al-Tabari 10), Albany NY, 1991, p. 29), while 
towards the end of the 1oth century ‘Abd al-Jabbar refers to the Nestorian philosopher 
Abu Bishr Matta ibn Yunus as ‘Matta al-Jarmaqani’ (Tathbit dala’il al-nubuwwa, ed. ‘A.-K. 
‘Uthman, Istanbul, 1966, p. 192; in their edition of the Tathbit, p. 153, Reynolds and Samir 
give the vocalisation al-Jarimmagqani, and translate it as ‘Grammatikos’). 

D.S. Margoliouth brings together a number of appearances of the term in Abu ]-Faraj al- 

Isbahani’s Kitab al-aghani, from about the same time (On ‘The Book of Religion and Empire’ 
by ‘Ali b. Rabban al-Tabari (from Proceedings of the British Academy 16), London, 1930, p. 19), 
arguing that they are all used pejoratively. He also identifies a pun on the qur’anic phrase 
sharr makan, ‘worse situated’ (e.g. Q 5:60; 12:77 (given by Margoliouth, p. 18, n. 2, as 12:27); 
19:75; 25:34). But ‘Ali himself does not appear to regard Jarmaqani in this way: in the Radd, 
pp. 104-105 above, he uses it as a purely geographical designation without any negative 
overtones, while both here and below in the Din wa-dawla the fact that he sees the need 
to add the adjectives ‘rude, vicious, ignorant’ suggests that he did not regard the term as 
bearing pejorative meaning in itself. 
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peoples of the earth. A group of them were in Egypt as possessions of the 
Pharaohs and Egyptians, humiliated and subdued. | A group were in the region 
of the Bedouin and the land of the Hijaz, amid harshness and battles. Then 
those who were in Egypt moved to Syria, and the people around them inflicted 
battle on them day in and day out. They soon became fugitives and exiles, with 
their power stripped away, their kingdom short-lived, and their community 
dispersed through the far-flung regions of the earth.?!° Bands of black men and 
waves of white men came against them until, when the Prophet (may God bless 
him and give him peace) appeared, these prophecies were eventually fulfilled 
and the announcements made manifest, and the People of Ishmael triumphed 
over those around them, smashing them into pieces, scattering them like dust 
in the air and grinding them into powder, as the prophets (peace be upon them) 
had said. They spread through the regions of the world like young locusts, and 
mingled with the nations like blood and the soul. They rose as high above them 
as the Pleiades, throughout India, Ethiopia, furthermost Sts, and the lands 
of the Turks and Khazars,2"! and they ruled all that is between the east and 
the west, and where the waves of the two seas clash together. The mention of 
Abraham was uttered on the lips of all the nations morning and evening, and 
there was no man or woman, manservant or maidservant, rich or poor, happy 
or sad in land or sea, who did not proclaim the oneness of God, magnify the 
God of Abraham and take refuge in him. 

Judaism, however, has only appeared among a group of people. And Chris- 
tianity, although it appeared in a large and mighty community, they did not 
possess it in the land of Abraham or his wife Sarah, nor in the land of their 
fathers or grandfathers; nor in the land of Hagar or her fathers was there suc- 
cessful sovereignty or manifest might such as God wrought for them | through 
the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace). 


210 The whole of Israelite history, from the Exodus under the Pharaohs to the diaspora under 
the Roman emperors, is summed up in these few sentences. 

211 ‘Alihas already referred to Sus as typifying the far west; the Turks and Khazars would typify 
the remote north and east. 
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I will now adduce testimonies of the prophets in support of what I have 
claimed, though I should first refute this rude Jarmaqani who has disparaged 
Ishmael and blamed him because of the way in which God has described him. 
Were it not for his foolishness and simple-mindedness, he would know that 
the words of revelation have reasons and mysteries that only the expert in 
knowledge comprehend. Thus, the Torah says that God became a lion and 
made the People of Israel its prey;#!? it says in it that God is a burning fire,?8 
although God is neither a fire nor a dangerous beast. Rather, this is given as an 
image for anger, fury, punishment and vengeance. Christ called the leader of 
his disciples, to whom he gave care over his community, Simon the Rock;?!4 
and he called his whole community sheep;?!5 and Christ called himself the 
Lamb of God and his young sheep.?!6 Now if anyone were to answer back to 
this foolish sniveller about this, he could say that the wild ass is more powerful 
and formidable than the lamb, which the wolf devours and the dog and fox 
covet. There is none among four-legged animals that is smaller than it or 
meeker. If this stupid ignoramus and those who talk like him resort to giving 
interpretations of these names, we too will resort to interpretation and say: The 
interpretation of ‘wild ass’ involves a number of expressions, among them that 
God, blessed and mighty, indicates by this name that Ishmael (peace be upon 
him) would take refuge in dry and waterless places, protect his mate, and be 
daring and predatory, like the wild ass that takes refuge in the deserts, castrates 
the male among its young donkeys out of jealousy, and pursues the herds of 
other males, keeping on fighting the male, kicking it and biting it until it has 
overcome its female and its herd. When it has gained them, it protects them 
and defends them, and looks after | their young, not devouring them like the 
lion and the wolf. Such as these only seek to overcome in order to devour and 
swallow up, while wild asses seek to overcome out of ardour and exhilaration. 

God also called him by this name so that the unbelievers would not be able 
to find a way to refuse Ishmael (peace be upon him) a dwelling place in the 
deserts. For God placed him in these deserts for a significant and admirable 
reason, which is that he, great and mighty, might protect his lineage and 
safeguard his liberty from being harmed in the way that others were harmed by 
being enslaved among the nations, as others were taken captive and separated. 


212 Numbers 24:9. 

213 Exodus 24:17. 

214 Matthew16:18. 

215 John 10:2-16, 21:15-17. 

216 John 1:29-30, where Jesus is called this by John the Baptist. 
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Let this hopeless failure comprehend these expressions and not be at odds 
against one whom God, blessed and mighty, has declared that he has blessed 
him and made him exceedingly great. For one who diminishes him whom God 
has made great is like one who makes him great whom God has diminished. It 
is enough that the person does this shamefully and with reproach. 

‘Wild ass’ also has a meaning which the Persians and all nations have given 
it. For they used to call someone who was dangerous, untamed and dauntless 

jur: thus, Bahram was called jir.21” Its meaning is ‘wild ass’, and because of it the 

people of Tabaristan are called Juriyya. For this reason, a bold, expansive man 
is called _jur mardan, which is ‘the ass of men’ It is like what the Arabs say about 
a courageous man, ‘He is like the ram of the clan’, and like the comparison they 
make between him and the most excellent camels and stud horses, and other 
such animals. 


217 This is the Sassanian King Bahram V (r. 421-438). 
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CHAPTER 10 


On the prophecies of the prophets about the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace, and also them) 


I have already mentioned four prophecies about Ishmael (peace be upon him), 
in which are testimonies to the true nature | of the community of the Prophet 
(may God bless him and give him peace) that only an ignoramus would not 
recognise, and only a fool would reject, and according to which the prophecies 
would be invalidated and proved impossible if the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) had not been sent. I will mention the rest of the prophecies 
of the prophets (peace be upon them) about him, which are like things familiar 
and obvious. Among them were those who have described his time, his country, 
his mission, his followers and his helpers, and have given clear explanations of 
his name. 

The fifth prophecy that points to him and indicates his prophetic status and 
his truthfulness are the words of Moses (peace be upon him) in Chapter 11 
of the fifth book of the Torah, the last, to the People of Israel: ‘The Lord your 
God will raise up a prophet like me from among you and from among your 
brothers, and you shall listen to him.?!8 In this same chapter the Torah says in 
confirmation and verification of these words, ‘The Lord said to Moses (peace 
be upon him): I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their 
brothers, and whichever man does not hear my words that this man will relay 
in my name, I will avenge myself upon him.2!9 God has never raised up a 
prophet from among the brothers of the People of Israel except Muhammad 
(peace be upon him), and his words ‘from among them’ are a confirmation and 
specification that he was from the children of their father not from the children 
of his uncles. Now Christ (peace be upon him) and the other prophets (may 
God bless them) were from them themselves, and whoever thinks that God 
almighty has not distinguished between someone from the people themselves 
and someone from their brothers is deficient in thinking. 


218 Deuteronomy 18:15. 
219 Deuteronomy 18:18-19. 
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Anyone who claims that this prophecy is about Christ (peace be upon him) 
is wrong on two aspects, and appears to know nothing in two respects. One 
of these is that Christ (peace be upon him) was from the children of David, 
and David was from among them themselves not from among their brothers. | 
And the other is that for one who says at one time that Christ is Creator and 
not created and then claims that Christ is like Moses, his statement contradicts 
itself and his teaching wavers about. And one who claims that this prophecy 
concerns Joshua son of Nun is wrong because Joshua is not included among 
the prophets and did not convey anything about God almighty to the People of 
Israel except what Moses (peace be upon him) had conveyed, and because he 
was from the people themselves and not from their brothers. But the prophet 
whom God almighty raised up from the descendants of their brothers was 
Muhammad (may God bless him and give him peace). He is the one against 
whose opponents God has vengeance, and you may indeed see the effects of 
vengeance clear on those who oppose him, and the signs of grace manifest on 
those who acknowledge him. 

Moses said in this Book in Chapter 20: ‘The Lord came from Mount Sinai 
and appeared to us from Seir and became manifest from mount Paran. With 
him on his right hand were myriads of the holy ones. To these he granted 
power and made them to be loved by the people, and he invoked blessing on 
all his saints’22° Now Paran is the area in which Ishmael (peace be upon him) 
dwelt, and for this reason God mentions it earlier in the Torah in his words: 
‘He learned archery in the desert of Paran’?2! Everybody knows that Ishmael 
dwelt in Mecca, and his children and descendants there and around know the 
habitation of their ancestor and are not ignorant of his country and region. And 
‘the Lord appeared from Paran’: if this is not as we have said, let them show us a 
lord who was manifest from mount Paran, though they will not be able to. The 
word ‘lord’ here refers to the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace). 
It is a word employed among Arabs and foreigners for God, great and mighty, | 
and for his servants, such as your saying ‘lord of the house’. The Syriac-speakers’ 
term for one whom they wish to honour is mar, which is ‘my lord’, ‘my master’, 
mar being ‘lord’ in Syriac. 


220 Deuteronomy 33:2-3. 
221 Genesis 21:20—21. 
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The prophecies of David about the Prophet (may God bless them 
and give them peace) 


The prophet David (peace be upon him) says in Psalm 45: ‘Because of this, 
God has given you blessing for ever. So gird yourself with the sword, O great 
one, because your splendour and praise [amd] are conquering splendour and 
praise [al-hamd]. Ride upon the word of truth and on the course of divinity, for 
your law and injunctions are at the leisure of your right hand. Your arrows are 
sharpened and the nations fall down under you.222 We know of no one to whom 
these matters of girding on the sword, sharpening arrows, leisure of right hand 
and nations falling down under him rightly refer except the Prophet (may God 
bless him and give him peace). For he rode upon the word of truth, humbled 
himself before God in faith, and strove against the polytheists until religion was 
manifest. 

David (peace be upon him) says in Psalm 48: ‘Our Lord is great and greatly 
praised [mahmud]; in the city of our God and in his mountain there is a holy 
one and Muhammad, and joy prevails through all the earth’2?3 This prophecy 
of David (peace be upon him) is clarity and explanation, and doubts cannot 
obscure it because he names the Prophet explicitly. 

David (peace be upon him) says in Psalm 50: ‘From Zion God caused to 
appear a crown greatly praised [mahmud]. God will come and will not fail 
to see; fires will burn before him and will flare up in a blaze around him/224 
Can you not see that the prophet David (peace be upon him) does not omit 
from | his prophecies any mention of Muhammad or Mahmid, as you can 
read yourselves? The meaning of his words ‘a crown greatly praised’ is ‘a head 
and leader Muhammad and greatly praised’. And the meaning of Muhammad, 
mahmid, and hamid is linguistically one, while he makes ‘crown’ an image of 
headship and leadership. 


222 Psalm 45:2-5. 
223 Psalm 48:1-2. 
224 Psalm 50:2-3. 
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He also says in Psalm 72 to confirm and strengthen the preceding prophecies: 
‘He will pass from sea to sea, and from the rivers to the end of the earth; the 
people of the islands shall fall down before him on their knees, and his enemies 
shall lick the dust. The kings of Tarshish and the isles shall bring him offerings, 
and the kings of Saba’ and the kings of Saba shall approach him with offerings. 
All the kings shall prostrate before him and all the nations shall yield to him in 
obedience and submission, for he will free the miserable oppressed from the 
one who is stronger than him, and he will seek out the weak who has no helper, 
and have pity on the weak and miserable and deliver their souls from harm and 
injury, and their blood will be precious to him. He will endure, and he will be 
given gold from the lands of Saba’; prayer shall be made for him at all times, 
and blessing invoked upon him every day, like a great many plants on the face 
of the earth. He will cause his fruit to grow on the tops of the mountains, like 
those which grow on Lebanon, and in his town he will make such things grow 
as the green grass of the earth. The memory of him will endure for ever. His 
name exists before the sun, so that all nations shall be blessed by him and they 
will all praise him.225 

This is an unequivocal and sufficient prophecy containing no uncertainty 
or lack of clarity. For we do not know of any king between the sea and the sea, 
and between the rivers which God mentions in the Torah, the Tigris, Euphrates, 
Pison and Gihon,?26 before whom kings have fallen down in prostration | on 
their knees, whose enemies have licked the dust and to whom the kings of 
Yemen have brought offerings, except the Prophet (may God bless him and 
give him peace) and his community, and except Mecca and the traces there 
of Abraham’s feet.22” Nor do we know of any who is prayed for and blessing 
invoked upon at all times other than Muhammad (may God bless him and 
give him peace) in the words of the nations, ‘O our God, bless Muhammad 
and bless the family of Muhammad, and give blessings to Muhammad and the 
family of Muhammad’ What proof is better known and prophecy more obvious 
and luminous than this, particularly when the prophet David (peace be upon 


225 Psalm 72:8-17. The concluding words can be translated ‘give him hamd’, or as Mingana, 
Religion and empire, p. 90, suggests ‘call him Muhammad. 

226 Genesis 2:11-14. 

227 This is an allusion to the maqam Ibrahim, a stone near the ka‘ba where, according to 
Islamic belief, Abraham stood while rebuilding the shrine. The reference links Makka into 
the history that ‘Ali is striving to find in these quotations. 
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him) ends this prophecy of his by saying, ‘For all the nations shall be blessed by 
him and will highly praise him, and will call him Muhammad’?—the meaning 
of Muhammad and mahmid is the same. 

In Psalm u10 David (peace be upon him) says, ‘The Lord is at your right hand, 
and on the day of his wrath he will strike down the kings and weaken the 
support of the kingdom; he will judge between them with right, he will multiply 
those who have been killed and the corpses, and will cut off the heads of many 
men in the earth. He will drink the water of the valleys in his journeying, and 
because of this his head shall be raised to the heights.2?8 This also is a depiction 
that is quite clear. For who was the one at whose right hand was the Lord, and 
who judged with right, who struck the riders and who multiplied those killed 
and the corpses, other than him and his community (may God bless him and 
give him peace)? 

He says in Psalm 149: ‘For the Lord is pleased with his people, and has 
bestowed salvation on the poor. Let the pious excel in honour and praise him 
on their beds, and exult God with their throats. For in their hands is a two- 
edged sword to take revenge upon the peoples and to conquer the nations, to 
weigh down their kings with shackles, and their leaders | and esteemed ones 
with chains, to carry them to the judgement that is written and unavoidable. So 
praise [amd] to all his pious ones.’2?9 Do you not see, may God guide you, that 
these attributes clearly belong to the Prophet (may God bless him and give him 
Peace) and his community? For it is he who is accompanied by the two-edged 
sword, and he who through his community took revenge upon the oppressors 
of Persia, the tyrants of the Romans and others, and he whose community 
bound kings, and drove their greatness and their children in chains and fetters, 
and it is they who praise God on their beds and extol him greatly morning and 
evening and at all times. These are their utterances: ‘God is most great, and 
‘High praise to God’. 


228 Psalm 110:5-7. 
229 ©Psalm 149:4-9. 
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He (peace be upon him) says in Psalm 152, naming the country and the 
people, and not giving space for word or excuse (this is a psalm attributed to the 
prophet Isaiah, peace be upon him), ‘Let the deserts and their settlements exalt, 
and let the land of Kedar become meadows. Let dwellers in caves sing praise, 
let them cry out with praise [hamd] of the Lord from the mountain tops, and 
make known his praises in the islands. For the Lord is coming like a colossus 
and like a man of war burning with pride; he will drive back his enemies, reveal 
his strength to them and kill them.’23° My cousins, may God guide you, who 
possesses the deserts other than this community, or who is Kedar other than 
the descendants of Ishmael (peace be upon him),?#" living in caves and praising 
the Lord and making known his praises each midday and dawn? And who is it 
drove back his enemies, revealed his strength to them and killed them, other 
than Muhammad (may God bless him and give him peace) and his community? 
As to the meaning of his words, ‘the Lord is coming’, we have shown above that 
it is a term that refers to leaders and nobles.” 


The prophecies of Isaiah about the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) 


He says in Chapter 2 of his book, ‘On that day the Lord will be mighty, and alone 
exalted over all the pines of Lebanon that are high and lofty, over all the oak 
trees in the land of Bashan, over all the heights of the mountains, over every 
high summit, over every tall tower, over every inaccessible mountain, over every 
ship of Tarshish, and over every glorious and magnificent watchtower. He will 
utterly destroy the idols for all to see, and will provide concealment in clefts 
of the rocks and tunnels in the dust from the coming of the terror of the Lord 
almighty and from the splendour ofhis praise | hamd].23 Isaiah agrees with the 
prophet David (peace be upon them) in his words: ‘Your splendour and praise 


230 Isaiah 42:11-13. As Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 92, n. 1, points out, these verses were 
among those incorporated into the Psalter of the Church of the East. 

231 According to Genesis 25:13, Kedar was Ishmael’s second son. Ibn Ishaq, Sira, p. 3/trans. p. 3, 
also lists Kedar (Qaydhar) as Isma‘il’s second son, though he traces Muhammad through 
Ismaill’s first son Nabit. 

232 As ‘Ali has shown with regard to his last quotation from the Pentateuch (above, pp. 342- 
343), the title ‘lord’ need not always be understood to refer to God; cf. also below pp. 
362-365. 

233 Isaiah 2:12-19. 
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are conquering praise’, and it is as though they both derive from the same niche. 
As to the interpretation of the mountains and the trees, they are the high, the 
low and kings. Such matters are frequent in their books. 

In Chapter 3 he says from God almighty, ‘I will raise up a sign to the nations 
from a distant land, and I will signal to them from the ends of the earth and they 
will come to me speedily, swiftly; they will not be weary and will not stumble; 
they will not be drowsy and will not sleep, they will not loosen their girdles, 
and the fastening of their shoes will not be broken. Their arrows are sharpened 
and their bows are taut; the hooves of their horses are as hard as rock, and their 
speed is as rapid as storms; their roaring is like the voraciousness of lions and 
like the lion cub which bawls and roars at its prey, so that none can be saved 
from him. On that day he will overtake them like the echoing and resounding 
of the sea. They will cast their eyes to | the earth, and will see only disasters and 
gloom, and the light will be darkened from the dust of their hordes.’234+ These 
are the words of God, great and mighty, and these are the People of Ishmael 
(peace be upon him) and the community of the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) to whom God signalled and they came from their lands 
speedily, untiring and unflagging, with their arrows sharpened and their bows 
taut, the hooves of their horses like stone and rock, their roaring like the roaring 
of lions. It is they who tore apart the prey in east and west, and none could 
escape their hands. With them tyrants became like sheep, the dust rose up from 
their advancing, and the roads and passes were too narrow for them. 

In Chapter 5, interpreting his earlier prophecies (peace be upon him) he 
says, ‘The community who were in darkness have seen a dazzling light, and 
those who were in dreariness and under the shadow of death, light has shone 


234 Isaiah 5:26-30. 
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upon them. You have multiplied followers and troops and have not stinted on 
jubilation for them. On their part, they delight before you like one who delights 
on the day of harvest and like those who delight at the division of spoils. For 
you have broken the yoke that subdued them, and the rod that lay on their 
shoulders. You have shattered the staff that had enslaved them as you shattered 
those you shattered on the day of Midian’2%> This resembles the description 
that God almighty gives of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 
in the Qur'an, saying, ‘He will relieve them of their burden and the fetters that 
they used to wear’.23° So look, may God guide you, and find who it was broke the 
yoke away from the descendants of Abraham, brought to nothing the dominion 
of their enemies and broke up the staff of the mighty. | Has that light risen on 
anyone except the people of that bleak desert, who were the idol-worshippers, 
descendants of Ishmael? 

He says in this Chapter, ‘A child is born to us, a son is given to us. His domin- 
ion is on his shoulder’23” The meaning of this is that his prophethood is on his 
shoulder. This is what is in the Syriac books which Marcus has interpreted,?3° 
though in the Hebrew he?°9 says, ‘On his shoulder is the mark of prophethood, 
the one that the people of Islam call the seal of prophethood. This is a decla- 
ration of the attribute of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), 
and an indication of his appearance and birthmarks.?4° 

He says in Chapter 10, explaining what is unclear and clarifying what is not 
obvious in his prophecies: ‘Thus says the Lord: You will come from the south, 
from a distant place and froma land of desert, speeding and cleaving like storms 
and the blasts of the winds. We have seen an appalling and astonishing vision, 


235 Isaiah 9:2-4. 

236 Q7:157. 

237 Isaiah 9:6. ‘Ali must have been aware of the common Christian application of this 
prophecy to Christ, making his application of it to Muhammad all the more startling. 

238 Above ‘Ali mentions Marqis as a translator, turjuman. 

239 God. 

240 Inthe mid-eighth century, Ibn Ishaq tells how the monk Bahira identified the boy Muham- 
mad as a prophet from the mark between his shoulder blades, which he identified as the 
seal of prophethood (Sira, pp. 15-116/ trans. pp. 79-81). 
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the unjust acts unjustly and the plunderer plunders. So rise, mountains of Elam 
and mountains of Mahin, for all that you contended and disputed over has been 
brought to nothing. And because of this, convulsions have stricken my back and 
Iam encompassed about, just like a woman in confinement. I am frightened so 
I cannot hear, and dismayed so I cannot see; my heart races and dizziness has 
distracted me. What I cherished as familiar and tender has become cheerless to 
me and an appalling thing. So then, prepare the tables and lift up your eyes, you 
guards and spies, eat and drink. Let the leading chiefs rise up to their shields, 
and let them smear them with oil. For the Lord has spoken to me thus: “Go and 
set the guard on the watchtower, for him to report | what he sees.” And what he 
has seen is two riders, one of them riding on an ass and the other riding on a 
camel, and he has heard much long talk. The keeper of the watchtower told me 
in secret and spoke to me in my ear, “I am the everlasting Lord, and I am in the 
lookout and the high watching place day and night. While I was in this station, 
one of the riders drew near, and he was saying, “Fallen, fallen is Babylon, and all 
her carved divinities are shattered on the ground.” This that I have heard from 
the great Lord God of Israel I announce to you.’’24! 

This also is a clear, plain prophecy that only someone who deceived himself 
and spurned his good sense would reject. For just as no reasonable person 
when he speaks will demonstrate recklessness or ignorance and say that there 
has been in the world a rider on an ass more conforming to this prophecy 
than Christ (peace be upon him), then in the same way no godly or sensible 
person can say that there has been in the world a rider on a camel more 
conforming to this prophecy than the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace) and his community.”42 For are not the people of understanding 
and knowledge among the People of the Book ashamed to attribute such a 


241 Isaiah 2121-10. 

242 Interpretations of Isaiah 21:7 were well-known among Muslims from an early date. They 
feature in the debate between the Patriarch Timothy I and the Caliph al-Mahdi from the 
year 782/3 (A. Mingana, ‘The apology of Timothy the Patriarch before the Caliph Mahdr, 
Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 12 (1928) 137-298, pp. 173-175) and in the Risdla of Ibn 
al-Layth (pp. 176 text/75 trans.) from about 796, though the latter refers to two riders on 


camels. 
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direct and impressive prophecy to rude, harsh people? The prophet Isaiah has 
explained this and has not left them in blindness, and he has opened their 
deaf ears by saying, ‘Thus says the Lord: You will come from the south. Then 
he interprets this and says, ‘From a distant land and from a land of desert’, so 
as not to leave any pretext to one who looks for it. And then he adds to this 
by saying, ‘Fallen, fallen are the deities of Babylon, and they are broken up: 
And in the region of Babylon there were always kings who worshiped idols at 
one time then fires at another, until the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace) appeared and ended their power, | and destroyed the housings of 
their idols and fires, and brought them into the faith willy-nilly. And are they 
not ashamed to say that the prophets from the family of Isaac who were given 
guidance (peace be upon them) prophesied about the kings of Babylon, Mahin, 
Persia and Khuzistan, but omitted to mention such a great prophet as this, 
and the mighty community of Abraham and the victorious empire, or that God 
would conceal them from them or make them hateful to them?2*3 Concerning 
his words, ‘I have seen the plunderer plundering’, by them he means Persia, 
Khuzistan and the Nabateans, whom he mentions and says to them, ‘Return to 
your homelands disappointed, and withdraw defeated and denied.'2*+ 

And he says in this chapter, ‘In the evening you will lodge in the thicket 
which is on the way to Duranim. Dwellers in the south, meet the thirsty with 
water and welcome the scattered and dispersed people with food. For the sword 
has scattered them, and it was through fear of the whetted blade, taut bows 
and endless, blazing war that they have been panicked.245 Now, who are these 
thirsty people who came from the south, whom God, great and mighty, has 
commanded the people of their countries to meet, or who are they whom wars 
have driven away and panicked, and who are these whom God has commanded 
to be met with water and food other than the Arabs at their rising to fight 
against the nations that surrounded them, the Persians, Romans and others, 
who stood between them and grazing land and water? 


243 Here ‘Ali makes the point that is implicit in his whole discussion of the Old Testament 
books, that the prophets of Israel, who would be among the descendants of Isaac, proph- 
esied about Muhammad as much as they prophesied about other rulers and leaders who 
were to come, and that Jews and Christians should not deny this when they accept all the 
references made in their scriptures about these other individuals. 

244 Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 97, n. 2, says that this sentence is misplaced, but while 
its interpretation is not obvious, it clearly refers to verse 2 in the passage above that ‘Ali is 
explaining. 

245 Isaiah 21:13-15. 
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In Chapter 11 he says, ‘We have heard from the ends of the earth psalming and 
chanting to the godly and good, saying, “I have a secret. I have a secret’, and 
saying, “Woe is me, the shameless have acted without shame, the shameless 
have acted brazenly without shame.” Thus I myself, | O dwellers in the earth, 
will surround you with alarm, pit and snare. The one who escapes from the 
battle will fall into the pit, the one who climbs out of the pit will be caught in 
the snare. For the doors of heaven are open and the foundations of the earth 
tremble and are fearful.?*° This is in the interpretation of Marcus, though in the 
Hebrew, which is the original, it says, ‘We have heard from the ends of the earth 
the strain “Muhammad” And Mecca is at the ends of the earth and on the edge 
of the sea. So let them tell us when and at what time such alarms, affliction 
and disasters have befallen the polytheists and unbelievers as have prevailed 
among them and befallen them under this empire. 

In Chapter 16, in interpretation of what is in the prophecies earlier and in 
blame of the disputatious and misguided, he says, ‘Let the people of the dry 
desert rejoice, let the deserts and arid spaces be glad, let them bring forth 
blossom like the crocus, let them rejoice and thrive like the mountain goat, 
because they will be given by Ahmad the beauties of Lebanon, and similar 
to the loveliness of villages and meadows. And they shall see the greatness of 
God, great and mighty, and the splendour of our God_4” Can you not see, may 
God guide you, what the prophet (peace be upon him) has shown to you, and 
the revelation he has uttered in the mention of deserts and waters, and what 
God almighty has testified to in the newness, the freshness and the honours 
intended for them by Ahmad (peace be upon him)? Can there be any stirring 
of doubt after the mention of the name, and the description of the dry desert? 


246 Isaiah 24:68. 
247 Isaiah 35:1-2. 
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In Chapter 19, adding explanation and clarification, he says, ‘In the desert 
a voice cried and said, “Make clear the way for the Lord and make straight 
the path in the desert for our God; every valley shall be filled with water 
and they will overflow; | the mountains and hills shall be made low; the rises 
shall become flat, and the rough ground made low and smooth, and the glory 
of the Lord shall be revealed; and every one shall see him, for the Lord has 
said this.”’248 Do you know, may God guide you, a community which God has 
summoned from the desert and arid spaces, for whom he has made level what 
is rough, made fertile the wild tract, made pasture from barren land, filled the 
valleys for their thirsty ones, to which he has humbled tyrants and kings, whom 
he compares with rises and hills, other than this community, before whom the 
Tigris became like a smoothed out pathway? For when they reached it, they 
all said, ‘He who has protected us on dry land will protect us on the sea’ Then 
they plunged through it, with Chosroes and his satraps and armies beyond it, 
though they regarded him as nothing and did not fall back before him, when 
they were naked and barefoot, with only the reins from their camels to protect 
their heads.249 

In this chapter he says, ‘The Lord God will appear in power, and his arm with 
might and strength. His recompense is with him and his deed before him, for 
he is like the shepherd who tends his flock and gathers his sheep with his arm, 
carrying them in his lap and feeding their young himself?25° We have already 
shown above and in my book on The Refutation of the groups of Christians that 
the term ‘God’ and the term ‘Lord’ can both apply to humans as well.25! The 
substantiation of this is in this prophecy, for he declares that the ‘Lord God’ is 
aman whose recompense is with him and his deed is before him. He means by 
this the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), for it is he who had 
his recompense with him, and he who paid out to those who fought in the way 
of God his spoils and favour through the power and victory that he possessed. | 
His words, ‘He is like a shepherd who tends his flock’, can be compared with 
the Prophet’s compassion and tenderness (may God bless him and give him 


248 Isaiah 40:3-5. 

249 ‘Ali’s chronology here raises some difficulties. He imagines an invasion across the Tigris 
by poorly armed fervent Muslim believers during Muhammad's lifetime, and before 628 
when Chosroes IJ died. But no such crossing is known until the late 630s at the earliest. 

250 Isaiah 40:10-11. 

251 This evidently refers to the Radd ‘ala l-Nasara, and to the argument near the end of the 
surviving text. See pp. 152-155, and also pp. 342-343 above. 
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peace) towards the people of his religion. For God, great and mighty, says about 
him (may God bless him and give him peace), ‘There hath come unto you a 
messenger, (one) of yourselves, unto whom aught that ye are overburdened is 
grievous, full of concern for you, for the believers full of pity, merciful’25? And 
he, great and mighty, says to Moses (peace be upon him), ‘I will make you a god 
to Pharaoh;53 and in the Torah he says, ‘The sons of God, great and mighty, 
looked upon the daughters of men, and saw that they were beautiful and lovely, 
and they took them for themselves.25+ And the prophet David (may God bless 
him and give him peace) says, ‘The Lord said to my lord’.55 So here there is clear 
proof that the terms ‘God’ and ‘Lord’ have been applied to human beings. 

Isaiah (peace be upon him) says in this chapter, ‘Who has stirred up the 
pious one from the east and called him to his footstool in order to give him 
the nations, to dismay kings through him, and to make his swords as numerous 
as earth and dust, and his bows as numerous as scattered sheaves? For he will 
defeat them and strike their faces, and then he will establish peace and will not 
set his foot on a journey:2°° This resembles what God, great and mighty, says 
in the Qur’an. And concerning his words, ‘Who has stirred up the pious one 
from the east?’, the land of the Hijaz and Irag and their surroundings are the 
east for the people of Syria, and Syria for the people of Barqa?®’ and Ifriqiya 
is the east, and the land of Yemen and the Hijaz for scholars is the south. The 
one who is called to the footstool of the ‘friend of God’ is the Prophet (may 
God bless him and give him peace), and to him God gave the nations, through 
him he censured kings so that they were dismayed, he | it is whose archers and 
swordsmen cannot be counted. By him God struck the faces of the nations, 
abandoned and subdued them, and then afterwards he gave them faith, Islam, 
and peace, as God, great and mighty, said on the tongue of the prophet Isaiah 
(peace be upon him). 


252 Qog128. 

253 Exodus 7:1. 

254 Genesis 6:2. 

255 Psalm uo. 

256 Isaiah 41:2-4. 

257 In the eastern part of present day Libya. 
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He says in Chapter 20, ‘People of Abraham my friend, whom I have strength- 
ened, I have called you from the ends of the earth and from its uplands and high 
places. I have called out to you and told you that you are my servants; I have 
chosen you and I have not concealed this. So do not fear, because I am with 
you; and do not be afraid, for here I am your God. I supported you, and then I 
helped you, and by my strong and holy right arm I cleared obstacles from you. 
And because of this the presumptuous slander and dishonour you, and those 
who fight against you and struggle with you shall fade away and vanish, and the 
people who contend against you will perish. You will seek them but you will 
find no trace of them, because they will be destroyed and will become utterly 
forgotten before you. For I the Lord have strengthened your right hand. I have 
said to you: Do not fear, for Iam your help, and your saviour is the holy One of 
Israel, says God the Lord. I have made you like the iron thresher which crushes 
everything on which it is brought and turns it completely into powder. You too 
will do the same, you will trample the mountains underfoot and crush them, 
and you will make the towns and hills into chaff which the gales will blow away 
and the turbulence of the winds will whirl off. You will be gladdened at that 
time, and you will be happy in the Lord, and you will be praised [Muhammad] 
in the holy One of Israel.’25® This is a distinct prophecy, eloquent words with- 
out obscurities, put into Arabic without barbarisms. The one spoken about is 
from the family of Abraham, the descendants of Ishmael, who are likened to 
the stone that pounds and the iron that pulverises, which pounds the moun- 
tains in the name of the God of Muhammad, | whom he names and says he will 
be Muhammad through God great and mighty. Certainty is made clear and the 
covering has been removed, and if a troublemaker should be troublesome, the 
most he will be able to say is that the interpretation of the Syriac word is that 
it is mahmud and not Muhammad, though anyone who understands language 
and comprehends its grammar will never disagree with us that the meanings 
of mahmiid and Muhammad are one. 


258 Isaiah 41:8-16. 
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In this Chapter he says, ‘The poor and weak beg for water but there is no 
water for them, and their tongues have become dry with thirst. I the Lord will 
answer their call on that day; I will not neglect them, but I will break out rivers 
from the mountains for them, and cause springs to flow through the deserts; I 
will bring forth pools in the deserts, and cause spring water to flow in the dry 
earth; in the desert waste I will make the pine, the myrtle and the olive grow, 
and in the arid waste I will plant the handsome cypress. Thus, they may all see 
this, know and consider and then understand together that the hand of God 
has done this, and the holy One of Israel has devised it’259 My cousins, where 
will you find an escape from this clear, direct prophecy, and what can you aptly 
say about it, when he has named the lands and described the parched lands, 
deserts and wastes, the springs he has caused to gush, the rivers he has caused 
to flow, and the kinds of trees he has planted there? He has named the poor 
thirsty dwellers of the people of the deserts and the Hijaz, and announced that 
the hand of God, great and mighty, has done this. Anyone who can reject and 
deny this prophecy is without belief, shame or worth. He has even named the 
Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) in the prophecy that comes 
before this. So, you who doubt, what can remain, and what reasonable, reliable 
excuse can be left to someone who deafens and blinds himself to it? 

In Chapter 21 he says, ‘Let the beasts of the desert from jackals to ostriches 
exalt and praise me, because I have made water appear in the dry land and 
made rivers flow in the country of Ashimin so that my chosen community 
may drink from them. So let my community which I have chosen drink from 
them.26° Anyone who doubted the preceding prophecies has no excuse about 
not knowing or pretending not to know that ostriches are only found in dry 
lands. And he only mentions foxes and ostriches as a metaphor which he strikes 
for the dwellers in deserts and waterless tracts. Anyone who quibbles over this 
and looks for ways to obscure it is lost. 


259 Isaiah 41:17-20. 
260 Isaiah 43:20-21. 
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In Chapter 22 he says from God, great and mighty, ‘I am the lord and there 
is no god other than me. I am the one from whom there is nothing hidden. I 
declare to humans what was not before it is, and I reveal to them what happens 
and what is hidden, and I bring to fulfilment all my will. I call a bird from 
the desert and from the remote distant land.’2®! This is the Prophet (may God 
bless him and give him peace), and he is the one with whom God was pleased 
because of his striving in what he consented to and desired. If they persist and 
cause problems, then let them inform us where this desert and waterless tracts 
are which God, great and mighty, has described, and who it was he called and 
carried out his desires. 

In Chapter 23, telling people about the Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace), he says, ‘Listen to me, islands, and understand me, nations. The 
Lord has summoned me from afar; he declared my name when I was in the 
womb, and made my tongue like a sharp sword before I was born; he placed 
over me the shadow of his right hand, and put me in his quiver like a chosen 
arrow; he has treasured me for his secret, | and said to me: You are my servant. 
So, my energy and integrity are before the Lord in truth; my actions are before 
my God, and I have become greatly praised [Muhammad] before the Lord, and 
with my God are my strength and my power.?®? If anyone should deny the name 
‘Muhammad’ in this instance, then let it be ‘Mahmid’, and he will not find a 
means for any objection other than this. He is the one whose tongue God made 
like a sword, and he is the evident Arabian whom he had concealed in his quiver 
for his secret, and his design which he made known. And he is the one who says 
through his community morning and evening, ‘There is no strength or power 
except through God.’ 

What he says in Chapter 26 adds illumination, confirmation and facilitation 
to the preceding prophecies. He said to Hagar (peace be upon her) about it, 
‘Sing praise, childless one who wait in hope, and rejoice at hamd, barren one. 


261 Isaiah 46:9-11. 
262 Isaiah 49:1-5. 
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For the children of the one who was idle and shunned have become more than 
the children of the one who was chosen and desired. The Lord said to her: 
Enlarge the places of your tents, and extend the curtains of your pavilions. 
Do not be sparing, and do not be concerned, but lengthen your tent ropes 
and make certain of your stakes. For you will spread and extend through the 
earth south and north, and your seed will inherit the nations and will inhabit 
the empty, devastated villages.263 If only I knew what they could possibly say 
about this, when God, great and mighty, actually mentions Sarah and Hagar 
both (peace be upon them), and he (peace be upon him) describes the tents of 
the descendants of Hagar. For to whom can these belong and to whom are they 
most appropriate other than the descendants and seed of Hagar? Or of whom 
are the tents and tent ropes other than her descendants? Maybe you will say 
that he means by this the Ethiopians and the Turks, because they also possess 
posts | and tents, though whoever blinds himself to this and refuses to accept it 
through blindness has little insight into himself and makes plain his defiance 
of his Lord. And God, great and mighty, has not left them in doubt, but has 
repeated, clarified and explained. 

In Chapter 28 he also says from God, great and mighty, ‘I have sworn by 
myself and have uttered from my mouth the word of truth, to which there is 
no contradiction or change, that every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue 
shall swear by me and say together that blessing is from the Lord’2+ Now, 
other than this community what is the community that swears by the name 
of God, and who is this who bows down on the knee before the name of the 
One, the Only, and speaks of the blessings of God morning and evening, and 
devotes prayer and supplications to him alone? For the Christian people ascribe 
blessings and benefits to Christ, and say at the beginning of prayers at the altars, 
‘The blessings of Jesus Christ be fulfilled on us.’ 


263 Isaiah 5421-4. 
264 Isaiah 45:23-24. 


47t 


374 re boK Ge Merete Ko eatin 
9cSy (aed! spl) Lal GAS le 1 frail ia 3 Latl Ge, 
Lal Als, ee wal Vy ae Lk 4 Jo caalinlly eal AC 
Aes iste Jed BN gob Galabedl Qeacll leh Ske ple 
shila Cog (Sle VI Ab oll tyes clgh Ae Jele G] 
aati) LEVY Eley ogde 2 xo y (DI pet Chl yly 254500 AL 
ta oi Sy eral Sela eels Sa Se Vy Sly ea Sle ows 
oe GAL Slee tal AY Ky COV) Ye ad Gly CAL 
OS AN Gr cy ce Smal Sey Db b | ob SEY, (LSI 
Rel Eh Rany Sebld bebe y 555 Ce smety ca gle CLs y oad 
Jo Og ahne Sahat SB BY Ly ely cue Oyagd SB ode al 
Serle JE bUA ole a Joy carl I] pyadl Sued ald 3 9 
A Void ular rel pb alisha on pels BIG 2 Gl leas 
seam Be aig thal ep sl Ul Lele By pal ana aly 
1s oF o grais Sis pawl Al ole Ul jay eM play 
de 3 SLR yds GR seedy 6 oy Lally lal ptllenke paty cogil 

Ugo Dbe as NA ST Jb YS KG GB Aandi) Mfrs g all AB jad y os shel 


£ 4 5 A 
14 note written in the same hand in the margin of B reads: Cent | ly fe Bl cel re) lis $3 
053 ese. Reading with C and D; A and B: Sy 3¢; bh. (wrongly). 4So in B; A: 
do 5Reading with C and D; A andB: 4 ®C andD: pee 7CandD omit this word. °So 


in A and B; C and D: Ke (?). 9C and D: eds 10p, 8; Np; heads 


CHAPTER 10 375 


In this Chapter Isaiah gives prophecies that disclose the secrets of the pre- 
ceding prophecy and censure the blind and foolish people, leaving the cheating 
no pretext, and the headstrong no escape. Again he spoke to Hagar and said, 
‘You who are plunged and immersed in sorrows, who have never been given 
favour or consolation, I will make your stone crystal, I will set your foundations 
in sapphire, I will adorn your walls with lapis lazuli and your gates with var- 
iegated marble, and I will embellish the borders of your house with precious 
gems. In that place all your children will know me and will not deny me. I will 
give peace among your sons and you shall be adorned in righteousness and 
piety. Then leave behind offence and calamities, for you are safe from them, 
turn away from dejection and defeatedness, for they shall not | come near you. 
And the one who is sent from my presence will be for you, and his purpose shall 
be for you, and you will be a retreat and a refuge for those who live and dwell 
within you.2° Consider this, may God guide you, since you are good at under- 
standing and at arguing, and see for yourselves, since you are thus responsible, 
whether you can know the one who is abased and immersed in grief as other 
than Hagar, and whether these words apply to anyone other than her and her 
descendants. For what honour is higher and greater than God’s testimony to 
them that they all know him and are not ignorant of him and that he has made 
their land a retreat and a refuge for people, that is, a sanctuary and a place 
of safety? And Mecca has been built of mosaic work and precious gems, and 
kings’ crowns have been taken there. Let him who has ears hear my argument 
and advice, and consider these testimonies and comparisons, and let him apply 
himself to this book of mine and to the Book of the Refutation of the Christians?®® 
and let him seek guidance from God, and work for the release of his soul before 
its destruction sets in on him. 


265 Isaiah 54:11-14. 

266 In this second reference to the Radd ‘ald l-Nasara ‘Ali suggests that it and the Kitab al- 
din wa-l-dawla form a complementary pair, the earlier work presenting a refutation of 
Christian constructions of doctrine based on mistaken interpretations of their scripture, 
and this work providing a comprehensive demonstration of the plausibility and truth of 
Islam. 
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In this Chapter he prophesies, calls out and rejoices, saying, ‘All you who 
are thirsty, come to the water and the watering place, and let him who has 
no silver go and get provisions and ask for drink and consume and provide 
for himself freely, and consume wine and milk for no silver and no price.26” 
Among the prophecies of Isaiah this is an indication of how God has blessed 
the descendants of Hagar from the community of the Prophet (may God bless 
him and give him peace), and that they will receive what God almighty has 
promised them in the hereafter, rivers of wine ‘and rivers of milk whereof the 
flavour changeth not, and rivers of wine delicious to the drinkers’.768 See in this 
the similarity and agreement that is to be found between the two prophecies 
together. 

He says in this | Chapter, ‘I have set you up as a witness to the peoples, and as 
arulerand authority to the nations, so that you may call nations which you have 
not known, and nations which have not known you may come to you hurrying 
and intent because of the Lord your God, the holy One of Israel, who has made 
you praised [ahmadak]. So seek what is with the Lord, and if you know him, 
listen to him, and if he comes near to you, let the sinner abandon his sin and 
the profligate his way. Let him return to me so that I may have mercy upon 
him, and let him come back to our God whose mercy and favour are for all’269 
Whoever considers this prophecy and continues to think about it will have no 
need for anything else. For here he has named the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) by his name, and said, ‘God has made you Muhammad’ If 
the opponent prefers to say, ‘It is not Muhammad but mahmiid,, we agree with 
him on this because the meaning of the two is one. And the nations have come 
to him hurrying and intent, and God has made him a leader to the nations and 
one who calls to God, as Isaiah says, and a shining lamp. 

In Chapter 28 he says, ‘God almighty looked and did not see justice and he 
deplored this. He saw that there was not one upholding the truth. The Lord was 
amazed at this and sent his friend. He saved him with his arm, and prepared for 


267 Isaiah 55:1. 
268 Q 47:15. 
269 Isaiah 55:4-7. 


47V 


48r 


378 shih HOO ONEIGION AND Haine 
BEY yg duel Je wees El Udy Blas pStaald calads a) ey 
Sb bes ccaalall yl cael oe 8) Ged el uly ql 
Wilde Sted 2) 3b al | Bd canals la VA! 
aly Je oe toll a des ade ail re igi eden! wy “AL 
elegans rack on play ue UI malate ally SLY 
Leal a) eats eae yl Glo 3 all oll FIL el 
crly Sade alls il cl yell odd gall BS, cae 44 orb 

Talviy doy oe @laty oul ol ail cy gh 


DEM ghee VI Valet Vy cy mel! Vos VU rail lia 3 Lary 
(Shenae 5 ily FBS y Ke leas ody LE pla Lal $5 al 
de ab y cp G2 VI CMe ad thle WW ab aAl 4 thy bo 
eV ads thle eal oly BI] ehle ty Jb ela 
web debs CMe be SS pas gd! cheb oye SLAM As dl 
ily Bitty che ub oe Daly Uh y hret y dl oS O grace 
Sotiy Cedl EM fod all el ye EB cy fady Ey ply HEL! fe 
SL oe a yh Sedaig Cab, A JIE ais > VIS Le Lh 
Ott g Lew pal he liy eel Ay rte HIS AJ Glad hes 
m5ls eae OURCHED Re ptele EAI pucdy cS gt g an re 
Sig Whe Gat Ca) ite Sols gro nle Al dl ens 


1¢ and D omit this word. 2C and D: ale y\ 3B: ee 4A and B: cals 5B omits the 
following words: hl oy ar Ade & plas Js ez cle ob. §C and D: ais 7B omits 


this word. 8C and D: os 9 and B: CY, 


CHAPTER 10 379 


him his favour. He put on modesty and piety as a breast-plate and placed on 
his head the helmet of succour and success; he clothed himself in deliverance 
in order to have vengeance upon those who hated and were hostile to him. He 
will give recompense to all the people of the islands, so that the name of the 
Lord may be feared in the western parts of the earth, and his majesty humbly 
acknowledged in its eastern parts.27° The Prophet (may God bless him and give 
him peace) put on piety as a breast-plate, and placed on his head the helmet of 
rescue and success; he clothed himself | in deliverance and vengeance against 
the enemies of God; he gave recompense to the people of the islands; he made 
known the name of God in the eastern and western parts of the earth, and its 
people became subject to him. So where does this denial of him come from, 
and why are these prophecies rejected that have been manifested upon him? 
From where comes this fleeing from God by one who opposes him and deafens 
himself to his revelation and summons? 

In this Chapter he gives a prophecy that only the hopeless would reject, 
and only the most profoundly stupid and blind would not realise. For he again 
mentions Hagar, addressing her and Mecca, the lands of her descendants. He 
says, ‘Rise up and make your lamp shine, for your time has arrived and the 
favour of God is rising upon you. Darkness has spread over the earth, and fog 
has enveloped the nations. But the Lord will rise up over you, and he will 
make clear his blessing upon you. The nations will travel to your light, and 
the kings to the brightness of your rising. Raise your eyes to what is around 
you and reflect, for they will all gather to you and make pilgrimage to you. 
Your sons will come to you from a distant land, and your daughters will be 
nursed on couches and thrones. Your heart will be refreshed, because the sea 
will flow to you and the armies of the nations will make pilgrimage to you, 
until numerous camels will fill you and your land will be too narrow for the 
files that will gather to you. The rams of Midian and the rams of Ephah will 
make their way to you, and the people of Saba will come to you speaking of 
the blessings of God and glorifying him. All the flocks of Kedar will come to 
you, and the lambs of Nebaioth will serve you. To my altar will be raised what 
pleases me, and on that day I will renew praise [hamd] to the house of my 


270 Isaiah 5915-18. 
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praiseworthiness [mahmada].2” This too, | may God guide you, is a prophecy 
that has become apparent, and a sign that has been shown to be true and 
trustworthy. The nations have come to the light of religion, and the treasures 
of the sea have flowed to this community. Throngs of the nations have made 
pilgrimage to Mecca, and camels and caravans have overwhelmed her people 
with the coming of riding mounts and camels. And the people of Yemen and 
Saba have made pilgrimage there. Better known and more compelling than 
this to the ears of the opponents, Kedar and Nebaioth are both from among 
the descendants of Ishmael (peace be upon him);?7? they encompassed it and 
became its gatekeepers and servants. And Muhammad (may God bless him 
and give him peace) has renewed praise [hamd] to the house of his mahmada. 
But if this is not so, let them name for us someone other than the Prophet 
(may God bless him and give him peace), and somewhere other than Mecca. 
Let them set out the portrayal of him alongside these portrayals and compare 
his characteristics to those prophecies, so that the veil may be torn aside and 
certainty appear. 

He says in this Chapter, ‘Thus says the Lord: The people of the isles will look 
for me, and those who are in the ships of Tarshish, as they did before. They 
will bring to you your sons from a distant land, and with them their silver and 
gold, because of the name of the Lord your God, the holy One of Israel who 
has made you praiseworthy [ahmadaki], and has glorified you. The sons of 
strangers will build your enclosure, and their kings will serve you. Your gates 
will remain open at all times and hours, all night and day, and they will not 
be closed. Throngs of the nations will enter you and their kings shall be led 
as captives, for every nation and kingdom that does not submit to you will be 
scattered; such nations will be utterly destroyed by the sword. The honour of 
the handsome pines of Lebanon and its cypresses will come to you | so that my 
house may be made fragrant by it, the place of my foot made great by it and 
my honour settled there. The sons of those who used to humiliate you will also 
come to you, and all those who used to hurt you and oppress you will kiss the 
imprints of your feet. I will make honour for you for ever, and exaltation and joy 
eternally. You will suck the milk of the peoples, and acquire the spoils of kings, 


271 Isaiah 601-7. 
272 Cf. Genesis 25:13. 


48v 


4gr 


382 THE BOOK OF RELIGION AND EMPIRE 
BI > Crbety cade Eble Go ORs AMM ele Gye Uppers 
J ij a web day bed oiled Gihel GV eee ltl 
Sly Coal Sole GeSLaIl foorly clipe NEI Jory Lol Cat 

“NV Mee ian CMO ghy ceil 


andy ory cl all ce GAS oe lnbaily yll GF & b Legh 
cMaly oll call 3 Gey cera pele ytinae Soll 43 oe (3 te NI 
Va "ail JS" pull) Oydat ny al eta d alay Sie apl 
op li sls caoeele Leb SOB as cate lr BIS ob HS 

S cncle Lill gol! 


es al fe, ade abl ho (gl LE cx tally aL)! rail bby 
CAE hy he DS fame aan LI 2d LE pel Gy Ol Dy 
a) doeay oly 15] VM ap pice” 6 gage Olle pel a Getcad ge 
Py DL y LEN cA EL el ey hy 6G al dey OY yb tu 
thelr y Dhegsorly Hherel AA ouly go tl | we deel dye col 
SLL EN te hye Cozy (2 thy Chad! wl bia Gent Bly 
Kents Lye sly pila y Ly gl ceeds oh Say Ler alc OU i 
Y choos der OF G dopey OSG Kel, OY Cb LI G te 
Po pene mele OY sets Aland a at Vy Ogien Vo O56 
O git y Cob Lele 9b LIE SLL) fatty cleanly soll ples er oy 


s 
1B: pahe 2B: ol 3B: dhkes|, 4¢ and D: cul (wrongly). >Reading with C and D; A and 


B: SbIsl SB: etl "Cand D: ays pa 


CHAPTER 10 383 


and relish your attacks upon them, and on that day you will know that I am the 
Lord your Saviour. For I will give you gold in place of copper, silver in place of 
iron, copper in place of wood, and iron in place of stone. And I will make peace 
your dwelling place and piety and justice your power, and the Lord will be your 
light and your lamp forever.” 

Understand, my cousins, the prophecy, and perceive who it is whose enclo- 
sure has been built by foreigners, whom the mighty serve, to whom kings have 
been driven bound and as captives, and who reduced to nothing and destroyed 
with the sword every kingdom and faith that did not submit to him. Do you 
know of the foot of the ‘friend of God’?”4 and the abode mentioned other than 
Mecca to which people make pilgrimage in submission, at the doors of which 
they trail their clothes in prostration, and to which they go from the ends of the 
earth in response? 

In Chapter 24, addressing the Prophet (may God bless him and give him 
peace), he also says, ‘Thus says the Lord, the holy One of Israel, to the one whose 
soul was considered low and shameful, he whom the nations used to despise 
and the followers of the powerful put to shame, that kings will rise for him when 
they see him, and the powerful will prostrate before him, because the promise 
of God is true. It is the holy One of Israel who has shown you and picked you 
out. He it is who says: I have answered you | readily, and amid difficulties I have 
helped you; I have picked you out and made you a covenant to the peoples 
and a light to the nations, so that the earth may find rest through you. You will 
receive as inheritance the places of desolation, and you will say to the captives: 
Depart and be freed; and to those imprisoned: Show yourselves and go on your 
way, care for your animals on the highways at that time because your pastures 
will be found in every direction and track. They will not hunger or thirst, nor 
will the hot winds or suns harm them, because their merciful One is with them 
and he will lead them to places of water and their springs. He will make all the 
mountains into pathways and passes for them, and so they will have no need 


273 Isaiah 60:9-19. 
274 This is a second reference to the maqam Ibrahim, a stone near the ka‘ba believed to bear 
the footprint of Abraham, who is called in the Qur'an ‘friend of God’, khalil Allah (4:25). 
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of tracks and roadways. People will arrive from remote and distant lands, some 
from the north-west, some from the sea, and some from the sea of Sinim. So 
sing, heavens, tremble, earth, in joy, and be glad, mountains, with praise [al- 
hamd]. For the Lord has come to his people and has shown mercy to the poor 
among his creatures.’2”5 

This is a straightforward statement and not a babble, clarification and not 
muttering, a clear prophecy confirming prophecies that came before it. For 
indeed, no one has inherited the places of desolation, or freed the prisoners 
from prisons and bonds, given care on the highways after the constraint and 
strain which the Arabs experienced under Chosroes and Caesar, or for whom 
the mountains were made pathways and passes, except this Prophet and his 
community, which Isaiah the prophet (peace be upon him) refers to as being 
thought low and shameful. About the meaning of his words, ‘the holy One of 
Israel’, since he was addressing the People of Israel, he called God by the name 
with which the People | of Israel used to call him. 

He says in this chapter, in part of it addressing Hagar and Mecca, ‘I have 
recorded you on the palm of my hand, so that your walls are before me at all 
times. Your children will come to you with haste, and will expel from you those 
who want to harm you and lay you waste. So lift up your eyes to what is above 
you and see: they will come to you, and to the last of them they will gather 
to you. God says, swearing by his name, I am the living One; you will indeed 
put them on as a garment, and you will be adorned in garlands like a bride. 
Your deserts and desolate places, and the land to which they relegated you and 
in which they pressed you will be too small for you because of the numbers 
of those living there and those desiring to be there. And those who were your 
enemies and wronged you will flee from you. The children who are to come 


275 Isaiah 49:7-13. 
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will say to you: You who are barren and childless, the lands are too small for 
us, so make clearances and spread out in them so that we may expand in their 
deserts. On that day you will speak to yourself and say: Who has blessed me 
with all of these, I who am alone and solitary, barren and childless; 1 who am 
neglected, afflicted and enslaved? Who has brought them up for me, and who 
has fed them for me?’276 

Can there be any clarification, explanation or elucidation clearer or more 
lucid than this? For God has sworn by himself and kept to his oath, not aban- 
doning his promise that he would make the nations a covering for them like 
a garland, and an adornment like finery. For such are the Arabs and such is 
Mecca, and what is clothed every year with a magnificent silk brocade and 
crown,2”” and to which are carried precious jewels and offerings from the 
centre of the caliphate and remote parts of the realm. And who is master of 
the deserts and desolate places where it was confined and restricted other 
than | this nomad Hijazi community? And who was solitary and alone, afflicted, 
neglected and enslaved, whom God addressed, other than Hagar? Is there any- 
one who will look to advise his own soul, who will turn to it in pity? 

In this Chapter he says, ‘Thus says the Lord: Behold I am lifting up my 
hand before the nations and raising a sign for them, which is that the people 
will bring you your sons in their hands and carry your daughters upon their 
shoulders. Kings shall be your nursing fathers, and their best and most noble 
wives your nursing mothers, and they will fall down on their faces, prostrating 
before you on the earth, and they will lick the dust of your feet. And on that day 
you will know that I am the Lord, and those who look for me will not be put to 
shame.’2’8 

This too is a prophecy that cannot be regarded as null and void. For indeed, 
nations from the farthest east and west, from Sind and India, from the distant 
lands of the Berbers and the Bedouin have brought the seed and offspring 
of Hagar who were born in their countries to Mecca in the most solemn 


276 Isaiah 4916-21. 
277  Areference to the kiswa, the cover of the kaba, that was renewed annually. 
278 Isaiah 49:22-23. 
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processions, embracing them warmly. Their kings too and their best wives 
suckled the sons and daughters of Ishmael (peace be upon him), and in Mecca 
the nations bowed down on their faces in prostration to God, and tyrants 
licked the places of Abraham’s foot and the Prophet's feet (may God bless them 
and give them peace) humbling themselves, seeking blessing and bringing 
themselves low. 

In this Chapter he says, ‘Who is this coming from Edom with his garments 
redder than ripening dates? I see him splendid in his attire and dress, and 
mighty in the multitude of his horses and fighting men. It is ] who speak what 
is true and save the peoples. And for us this is a day of trial for exemplary 
punishment. The hour of deliverance has drawn near, and the year of my 
redeeming has approached. For I looked and I did not find anyone to help 
me, | and I was surprised that there was none to represent my view. Because 
of this my own arm brought me salvation, and my foot was fixed on anger. I 
have trampled the nations with my rebuke, I have harassed their boundaries 
with my wrath and fury, and I have interred their might beneath the earth.?”9 
Ponder this also, and do not be among those who doubt. 

In this Chapter, following this prophecy Isaiah prophesises on behalf of God 
almighty, saying, ‘I have made your name greatly praised [Muhammad]; so 
look from your surroundings and dwelling places, O Muhammad, O holy one. 
For you are the lord, our father and our saviour. Your name has been from 
eternity.2°° This is similar to the prophecy of the prophet David (peace be upon 
him) given above in his words, ‘His name existed before the sun,,2®! and his word 
in the Psalms also, ‘In his mountain is a holy one and Muhammad_282 

This is a mentioning by name, and in it is enough for anyone whose 
wretchedness has not overcome him and who has not been too long under his 
own oppression. As for the meaning of the prophet Isaiah’s (peace be upon 
him) words that he is ‘holy’, in Syriac ‘the holy one’ is the devout, pure man. 


279 Isaiah 631-6. 

280 Isaiah 6315-16. 

281 Psalm 72:17, above pp. 346-347. 
282 Psalm 481, above pp. 344-345. 
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And likewise the term ‘lord’ refers to ‘masters’, as we have shown. Whoever is 
not convinced by this and does not bow to it opposes the Lord openly when 
he has twice named the Prophet in it, a name which cannot have left them in 
doubt. If someone deceitfully raises a quibble and says, ‘God almighty’s words 
“O much praised one, Muhammad, O holy one” in fact apply to the dwellings 
which he has mentioned; the Syriac text would prove him wrong, because if he 
intended by this the dwellings, then he would have said, ‘O holy ones, O much 
praised ones’, and would not have said, ‘Holy one and much praised one’ 

In this Chapter he says, | ‘Go through, go through the gate and restore the 
path for the community. Make the way smooth and make it even, and remove 
the stones from its ways. Raise up for the community a sign and guiding light. 
For the Lord has made his call heard by those who are in the ends of the earth, 
and has said to the daughter of Zion, “The coming of the One who will save you 
is near. His recompense is with him and his deed is before him.” They will be 
called a pure people whom the Lord has redeemed, and you will be called “O 
town, to which God has given governance from her enemies and whose Lord 
has not deserted her” .28? These are the pure people whom God has redeemed, 
and this town which has been given governance from her enemies and which 
has been avenged is Mecca and its people. This is definite and correct as a 
figurative expression in the language of the Arabs. For they say, ‘Ask the town’,284 
when they mean, ‘Ask the people of the town.’ 

Isaiah says: ‘The desert and the towns will be filled with the palaces of the 
people of Qaydhan, and they will sing praises; they will call out from the tops of 
the mountains, those who give honour to God and spur on his praise over land 
and sea.285 Now, what desert is it that has been filled with the palaces of the 
people of Qaydhan other than this desert? They are the ones who call out ‘God’ 
from the tops of the mountains in the call to prayer and the pilgrim song, and 
give glory and honour to God, pilgrimage to the house of God and exaltation 
for his blessings. 


283 Isaiah 62:10-12. 

284 Q 12:82. 

285 Cf. Isaiah 42:11-12, though there is less correspondence than in the version above, pp. 350- 
351. 
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The prophecy of the prophet Hosea (peace be upon him) about the 
Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) 


Hosea says, ‘The Lord says, I am the Lord God who tended you in the desert 
and in a bleak and desolate land, uninhabited and without a soul.’286 This from 
the prophecy of Hosea is similar to the preceding prophecies of Isaiah. And we 
do not know of anyone whom God tended in the desert and in an empty land 
other than the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace). 

In this Chapter, to confirm these words of his, he says, describing his#8’ 
community, that it is a great and mighty community, which there has never 
been any like nor will be, with fire burning and igniting before it and harm 
after it. This is the great community, which there has been no community 
like nor will there be. And this Prophet is the one whom God brought up 
and tended in the waste bleakness and desolate desert. And this is a concise 
prophecy, enough for someone to whom God has given | his guidance. So he to 
whom God is shepherd and glorifier, and to whom he is witness that there has 
never been in the world a community more powerful and greater than it and 
will not be like it, people must glorify and acknowledge his precedence and 
superiority. Anyone who does not do this will be opposed to God and will be 
on the path of sinfulness and error. The prophet Hosea (peace be upon him) 
has witnessed that the community which there has never been any other like 
is this community. Therefore, no one with circumspection or intelligence can 
ascribe this prophecy to John son of Zechariah, nor to any community other 
than the Muslims.28° 


286 Hosea 13:5. 

287 Muhammad’s community. 

288 For Christian exegetes, the reference in Luke 1:80 to John the Baptist being in the desert 
until the time he began his preaching would make a natural link with this verse in Hosea. 
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The prophecy of the prophet Micah about the Prophet (may God 
bless him and give him peace) 


He says, ‘At the end of days the mountain of the house of the Lord will be 
founded on the summits of the mountains and on the topmost of the high 
peaks. All the nations will come to it, and many nations will journey to it, 
saying, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord.”’28? Now this is clearly 
a characteristic of Mecca, for it is to her that the many nations make pilgrimage, 
to which they hasten and journey, confessing obedience. If some troublemaker 
should stir things up by saying, ‘He meant Jerusalem; how can this be true for 
him when God has made it clear that this will be at the end of days, while 
Jerusalem was in existence at the time of this prophet? For the prophet would 
only have prophesied about a thing that was to take place, not about something 
that had been and was past. 


The prophecy of the prophet Habakkuk about the Prophet (peace 
be upon them) 


This is in line with the prophecy of Moses (peace be upon him),29° though 
clearer and more explicit than it, because he names the Prophet (peace be upon 
him) twice. The prophet Habakkuk (peace be upon him) says, ‘God came from 
Teman and the holy one from Mount Paran. The heaven was eclipsed by the 
splendour of Muhammad and the earth was filled with his praise [kamd]. The 
beams of his appearance will be like light and he will encompass his country 
with his might. Before him goes Doom, and birds of prey accompany his armies. 
He stood and surveyed the earth and then he pondered on the nations and 
sought them out. The ancient mountains collapsed, and the everlasting hills 
sank low. The curtains of the people of Midian trembled, and he had gained 
control of the ancient ways. The Lord was angry against the rivers. Your anger 
is in the rivers, and the fury of your assault is in the seas. You rode on horses and 
mounted on the chariots of deliverance and help. You will draw from your bows 
to excess and more, and the arrows will be fully quenched at your command, 


289 Micah 41-2. 
290 Deuteronomy 33:2. 
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Muhammad. You have furrowed the earth with rivers, the mountains saw you 
and were alarmed, and the downpour of the flood diverted from you. The 
chasms roared in extreme alarm and raised up their hands in fear and dread. 
The sun and moon stood still in their course, and the armies marched in the 
glint of your arrows and in the flashing of your lances. You will conquer the 
earth in anger and trample the nations in wrath, because you appeared for the 
salvation of your community and for the rescue of your fathers’ inheritance.’ 

This brilliant and portentous prophecy in which there is no doubt or dispute 
has imparted the truth, disclosed what is hidden, removed the coverings and 
done away with uncertainties. God has named the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) twice by name and declared that doom | goes before him 
and birds of prey accompany his banners, that he will ride horses and bring 
forth salvation and that at his command the arrows will be quenched in blood. 
He is the one for whom the sun and moon stood still in their course and the 
armies marched in the glint of his arrows and in the flashing of his lances. And 
if it is not him we have described, then who is it? Maybe it is the bound and 
captive People of Israel, or the submissive, unresisting Christians. Though how 
can this be, when he has named the Prophet twice in it and described his armies 
and wars, and how he will trample the nations and conquer them in anger and 
punishment? So, my cousins, put aside stubbornness and contentiousness, gulp 
down the bitterness of truth, get over your drunkenness and understand about 
God almighty and his pious, godly prophets (peace and prayer be upon them 
all). 


291 Habakkuk 3:3-13. 


53r 


53V 


398 THE BOOK OF RELIGION AND EMPIRE 
tery Ae al Loe Cel le Cell vine Bs 

ae le as oe 43 hee fas esol \ 2 es Jt 

aa ne cles sels th 4%) 3 ise ee ON oil |B yd LI 

rn op eG 


Kino yy cael gal le fee al ye oly eo Jk shat call Laie Ldn 
ast, wale do eardy ca ch 2 Vodey atl Waly Stasi gla 
oll Olah Payal | Rally LEVI Lory Glo pall Joly ge ZLAdL 
Selb BS By ends Va gud Vs goede: od ll cal 
bie SSB TaD Le oh ade i Laos be Lal ope 
cpsAlialé fees NS, Ley he B55 lA Bask Lal cols VI 
Chal cate JI 3 Rosalie peu ga ols ails anal yle VG 

bly 1 ody SAI colys 


te Line By) 3S 5o2fong lage al Loe (oll Je gL Bs 
eka! 


Wely Ly Stay OS 9 YR G2,)VI cle itey JY S31 OS ah 
Cy loely ceall hes FS Ps Bll Be hy Ql le] aed, 


1p: gabe 2B: pre 3C and D omit: Pear) le| acl 


CHAPTER 10 399 


The prophecy of the prophet Zephaniah about the Prophet (may 
God bless him and give him peace) 


He says, ‘The Lord says: People, look for the day in which I will rise up to 
witness. The time has come for me to make known my judgement amongst 
the gathering of all the nations and all the kings, to pour upon them my 
punishment and my intense indignation. For the whole earth will be consumed 
by my indignation and revulsion. There I will renew the chosen language for the 
nations, so that they may all sample the name of the Lord and serve him all in 
one tether. They will bring me sacrifices in those days from the crossing places 
of the rivers of Kush.’29? 

This is Zephaniah who spoke in revelation and declared similar things from 
God to what his companions had brought. He described the community that 
witnesses there is no god but God alone with no partner to him, and comes 
together to worship him and brings him sacrifices from the coasts of Sudan 
and crossing places of the rivers. And the chosen | language is the clear Arabic 
tongue which is not barbaric, outlandish or sophistical. It is this that has spread 
among the nations so that they have spoken it and have been renewed by the 
renewal for them in it. Hebrew was the language of these prophets, and Syriac 
never spread beyond the country of Syria. Similarly, Greek never spread beyond 
the Byzantines, and Persian does not spread beyond the city of Iranshahr,2% 
while Arabic has appeared as far as dust extends, the deserts of the Turks and 
the countries of the Khazars and India.?9+ 


The prophecy of the prophet Zechariah about the Prophet (may 
God bless them and give them peace) confirming the prophecy of 
Zephaniah (peace be upon him) 


‘On that day the Lord God will be king of all the earth, and on that day there 
will be one Lord, and his name will be one.295 The prophecy has proved to 
be true and the revelation has been borne out, the religion has become one 


292 Zephaniah 3:8-10. 

293 Nishapur in Khurasan, which was known by this name. 

294 The Khazars were a tribal confederation in the southern Russian steppes among whom 
Islam, as well as Judaism, was spreading during ‘Ali’s lifetime. In referring to their territory 
and to India ‘Ali is obviously making a geographical point, but he may also have in mind 
the expansion of Islam on its base of the Arabic language. 

295 Zechariah 14:9. 
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and the Lord is one with no duality in him or tripling or multiplying or divest- 
ing,296 and his name is one without obscurity in it or association of partners. 

Zechariah (peace be upon him) also says, ‘On that day the holiness of the 
Lord will even be upon the horse’s bridle.9” Here the meaning of ‘the holiness 
of the Lord’ is the name of the Lord and the name of his Prophet (peace be upon 
him). In our time this is to be found on every garment, house, weapon and so 
on, and this is the day which God, great and mighty, has described. 


The prophecy of the prophet Jeremiah about the Prophet (may God 
bless them and give them peace) 


This is like the prophecies of Isaiah and others (peace be upon them), through 
which God addresses the prophet (peace be upon him). 

He says in the first Chapter, ‘Before | I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
and before you emerged from the belly I sanctified you and made you a prophet 
to the nations, for you to carry out everything I have commanded you and to go 
to all to whom I send you. For I am with you to redeem you, says the Lord. I have 
poured out my word that is in your mouth, so look and see, for I have given you 
power this day over the nations and kingdoms to scatter, destroy, pull down, 
wipe out, build up and set in place whomever you will’298 

Jeremiah (peace be upon him) adds confirmation and support to the 
prophecies of his companions and describes the one from whose mouth the 
word of God was made to pour and the one to whom God gave power to scatter 
nations, annihilate nations, pull down nations and give life to nations. Be satis- 
fied with this as knowledge and take it as proof. May God give you Islam as your 
religion and place you among his victorious servants. No person who is avid or 
is filled with awe will find a way to attribute this prophecy to a Christian, or a 
Jew or anyone else. 


296 If the words wa-la takthir wa-la tatil are any more than a rhetorical conclusion of the 
thought here, they may contain an allusion to debates at this time about the qualities 
with which God was predicated, whether these derived from attributes that were real 
and located in his essence (sifat al-dhat), which threatened to make him multiple, or 
were no more than statements that did not relate to actual attributes in God’s being, 
which threatened to ‘divest’ him of all characteristics. Upholders of the reality of attributes, 
among them ‘Ali’s contemporary ‘Abd Allah ibn Kullab (d. c. 855), were often accused of 
takthir, while many Mu‘tazili thinkers, who denied that the attributes were additional to 
God’s essence, were accused of ta‘til. 

297 Zechariah 14:20. 

298 Jeremiah 1:5-10. 
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In Chapter 4 he says, ‘I will rouse up against you from afar, people of Israel, 
a mighty nation, an ancient nation, a nation whose tongue is unknown, and 
all of them are warlike and mighty:29° The mighty nation is this, whose tongue 
and language the People of Israel did not know, and all of them are warlike and 
mighty. And they are the possessors of the new language which God refers to 
on the tongue of the prophet Zephaniah (peace be upon him).3°° 

In Chapter 19 he says, ‘After these days I will place my law in their mouths 
and write it on their hearts, and I will be God to them and they will be people 
to me. A man will have no need to teach his brother and his neighbour religion 
and faith, not to say to him, | “Know the Lord”. For they will all know him, their 
young and their old. For this I will forgive them their sins, and after this I will 
not remind them of their transgressions.°! God’s promise has proved true and 
he has planted his love in the hearts of this community, their young and their 
old, and he has caused their tongues to declare his laws and praises. Each of 
them knows God and believes in him, their young men and young women, their 
slaves and their servants. For you will not see a sower, a seaman, a stableman 
or a sweeper, a child or an adult who does not recite some of the Qur’an with 
modesty, perform his prayer in the proper way when he is alone, or proclaim 
God’s oneness and proclaim his greatness. For this, God has named them his 
people and chosen them for himself. These meanings can never be related to 
any other than them. God is the giver of favour to all the worlds. 

In Chapter 31 he says, ‘The Lord says, I will break the bow of Elam, the chief 
of their power and might, and I will rouse up against Elam four winds from 
four parts of heaven, and I will scatter its people through all these parts until 
there will be no nation without a trace of those cut off and scattered from Elam. 
I will smash Elam into pieces before their enemies, and I will subdue them 
utterly before those who seek their very selves. I will bring down upon them 
affliction and painful suffering, and I will send upon them the sword until I 
have consumed them. I will set my throne in the midst of Elam and I will wipe 
out the kings and powerful ones there. This is the word of the Lord.3° 


299 Jeremiah 5:15-16. 

300 Zephaniah 3:8-10, quoted above. 
301 Jeremiah 31:33-34. 

302 Jeremiah 49:35-38. 
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Elam is Ahwaz and the places it protects. The prophets, who were in Syria, 
refer to it because when the kings of Persia moved from Persia they settled 
and came to live in Ahwaz, and then after a long time they moved to | the 
Sawad.3°3 The prophet (peace be upon him) mentions Elam because its name 
encompasses the whole kingdom. And no utter humiliation or rooting out ever 
befell them such as has befallen under this empire. For if someone should 
mention Alexander and his victory or Tubba‘ and his march,3°* what will 
disengage this from him, cancel it and eliminate doubt from him are the words 
of God, blessed be his name, ‘I will set up my throne in the midst of Elam, that is 
in the region of Babylon. And Alexander and the Tababi‘a were not connected 
with belief in God. 

There is another marvellous mystery in the prophecy, which is that God, 
great and mighty, refers in it to this Abbasid empire and the caliphs from the 
descendants of al-‘Abbas coming to live in the land of Iraq in his words ‘I will 
set up my throne in the midst of Elam’ It is high excellence for them, and only 
the feeble-minded would not know it, for the Umayyads had Syria as their 
dwelling.?°5 And if someone asks about the throne, we say it is the power of 
God and prophethood from him which thrives in the land of Elam and Iraq, 
and elsewhere in the villages, coasts, islands and regions and the mosques and 
hostels there, and the exclamations of God’s greatness and praise among their 
people at all times and hours of the night and day. And he mentions Elam for 
the reason that at that time the kings were related to it in the way that the 
people of this region in the days of the Persians were related to Persia and today 
to the Arabs because of the Arabs’ victory over them. And a substantiation 
of what I say that the meaning of ‘the throne’ is ‘power’ are the words of 
the prophet David (peace be upon him), ‘Your throne, O God, is for ever and 
ever’,3°6 meaning ‘your power and might’. 

In Chapter 32, addressing the Prophet (may God bless him and give him 
peace), he also says, | ‘Prepare for me the weapons of war, for by you I will 
scatter the nations, by you I will scatter the horses and their riders, by you I 


303 Ahwaz was founded by the early Sassanians and grew to become the capital of their 
province of Susiana. 

304 Alexander the Great and the Tubba‘, a title of the Himyarite kings of pre-Islamic southern 
Arabia, were proverbial for their great military exploits. Like Alexander, the Tubba‘ As‘ad 
Abt Karib led an expedition into Susania, and so might justifiably be thought of as the 
great destructive force foretold in this prophecy. 

305 This identification of the ‘Abbasids in the prophecy goes some way to explain the title of 
the whole work, because it suggests that ‘Ali saw all the changes brought about by Islam 
culminating in this dynasty. 

306 Psalm 45:6. 
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will scatter the chariots and their drivers, by you I will scatter women, men, the 
aged and the young, by you I will scatter the first-born man and woman, by you 
I will scatter the shepherd and his flock, by you I will scatter the ploughman 
and his ox-pair, by you I will scatter the tyrants and the governors, and I will 
punish Babylon and all who live in the lands of the Chaldeans for all the crimes 
they have committed. This is the word of the Lord’3°? God has complemented 
the preceding prophecy with this, to which it is similar and cognate. For he has 
brought down on the lands of the Chaldeans and the district of Babylon what 
he threatened them, he has broken them up, humbled their resolve, destroyed 
their acts of worship, taken devastating revenge on them, and rooted them out 
completely. It is said that the kings of Babylon were for a long time connected 
with Kalwadha, which is near the City of Peace.3°8 


The prophecy of the prophet Ezekiel about the Prophet (peace be 
on them both) 


In Chapter g he says, ‘Your mother is established on water by your blood, so 
she is like the vine that has put forth its fruit and branches from much water. 
The branches have shot out from it like strong boughs towering up over the 
branches of those who are the great and masters. The kinds they had grew tall 
and surpassed others, and their lengths were splendid in their height and the 
entwining of their limbs. But it was not long before the vine was uprooted in 
anger, and thrown to the ground. The hot winds burnt up its fruit, its strength 
was dissipated, the boughs of its might grew dry, and fire took hold of them | and 
consumed them. Then a plant was planted in the desert and in the waste, fallow 
and parched ground, and from its lofty branches issued fire which consumed 
the fruit of that until no strong bough was found in it after this, and no rod 
to execute the command of authority’3°9 Whoever doubts or stirs up trouble 
over the preceding prophecy, this one will dumbfound him and pacify him. For 
God, blessed be his name, declares to us that he will pull up the root of the Jews, 


307 Jeremiah 51:20-24. 

308 The town of Kalwadha, to the south of Baghdad, was near enough for people to reach it 
easily from the capital. The absence of any remains of earlier power there in ‘Ali's time 
would come as a fulfilment of this prophecy. 

309 Ezekiel 1910-14. 
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will destroy their greenness and will end their might and loveliness, which he 
likens to the vine, the staves and the rods. He follows this with brilliant and clear 
words, for he, blessed and mighty, announces that he is planting in the desert 
and the waste, fallow ground a new plant, whose branches emit fire which 
burns these others up, so that no strong stave is found in it or rod to execute 
authority or government. For by staves and rod he must mean authority. And 
the authority and might of the Jews has been completely eliminated from the 
world. And a powerful stave has arisen, in fact mighty staves and rods that 
execute mighty authority and sustained, refined government. In this way the 
prophecy has been fulfilled. 

Ezekiel (peace be upon him) says at the end of his book about the building 
of the house, that God showed him a house, the tracing and marking of which 
one of the angels undertook. He described its pillars, courtyards, enclosures 
and doors, and the angel commanded him to remember this and ponder 
upon it.3!0 However, as his description goes on, I have found that people have 
blurred and obscured it either deliberately or through forgetfulness. So I have 
omitted mentioning it and have contented myself with the many well-known 
prophecies and attestations | to the effect that the description of this house 
which God traces and outlines through the prophet Ezekiel (peace be upon 
him) is Mecca, because it is different from the description of Jerusalem, which 
was built after the return from the Babylonian captivity. And if anyone should 
deny this, then let him adduce for us the description of this house which was 
built in Jerusalem, for us to believe him. Otherwise, let him believe what we 
have declared and set out for him. 

If anyone should reject what we have said or dispute it, and should claim 
that the name of the Prophet I have derived from these prophecies does not 
have the vocative attached to it in the Syriac, because when a Syrian calls out 
he includes the vocative ‘O’, as the Arabs do," well, it says in the Torah that 
he called to Adam in paradise, saying, ‘Where are you, Adam?’,?!* meaning, ‘O 
Adam’. Simon Peter spoke to the Jews and said, ‘Men from the People of Israel, 
listen to my speech’? that is, ‘O men from the People of Israel’. In the Book 


310 Ezekiel 4o1—47:12. 

311 This real or hypothetical objection, which arises from the Syriac translation of the Bible 
and not the Hebrew original, points to possible disputes between ‘Ali's own former Nesto- 
rian co-religionists and Muslims. 

312 Genesis 3:9. 

313 Acts 2:22. 
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of the Acts it is said, ‘Christ said to Paul, “Saul, Saul, why do you press after 
me?” ’3!4 meaning, ‘O Saul, O Saul’. The angel called to Hagar and said, ‘Hagar, 
Sarah’s maid, where have you come from?’,?"5 meaning, ‘O Hagar’. Isaiah says, 
‘Seed of my friend Abraham, whom I have strengthened;?!6 meaning, ‘O seed’. 
And Isaiah says, ‘Give praise, barren one, you who have never given birth’3!” 
meaning, ‘O barren one’. He also says, ‘Unfertile seed and corrupt children, 
you have abandoned the Lord and have angered the holy One of Israel’,3!8 
meaning. ‘O unfertile seed and O corrupt children’ These are attestations which 
all convince that the vocative in Syriac does not have ‘O’ at its start as in Arabic. 

As for what the doubting and stubborn people among them say, that 
meshubbah is not Muhammad but mumajjad and | musabbah, because a 
human being is not addressed as ‘You are praised’, or ‘Praise be to you’, since 
this is only addressed to God, great and mighty, well, as I have made clear, he 
says in numerous prophecies, ‘O Muhammad’. So let one who denies this and 
wants to obscure it be told, ‘Say in Syriac, “Praise be to God”’, and he will only 
be able to attempt this and express it by saying, ‘Shubhd li-Alaha’. And if shubha 
is ‘praise’, then meshubbah is Muhammad’? And the prophet David (peace be 
upon him) said, ‘Your throne, God, is for ever and ever’,??° meaning by this, ‘O 
God’. But ifhe is quarrelsome and keeps on claiming that meshubbah is muma- 
jjad and not Muhammad, then let him tell us who this Mumajjad is whom God 
spoke about on the tongue of Habbakuk, ‘The heaven was eclipsed by the splen- 
dour of Mumajjad’, and the one ‘who brings on doom, whose armies birds of 


314 Acts 9:4. 

315 Genesis 16:8. 

316 Isaiah 41:8. 

317 Isaiah 54:1. 

318 Isaiah 1:4. 

319 The real or hypothetical opponents deny the validity of ‘Ali's identification of Muhammad 
where the original reads meshubbah, since this term is only applicable to God and there- 
fore God would not address another being with it. But ‘Ali counters that there is no such 
restriction, because since the Arabic translation of the Syriac shubha is hamd, even though 
this is used in addresses to God, its cognate meshubbah can be translated as Muhammad. 

320 Psalm 45:6. Mingana, p. 131, n. 2, regards this quotation as out of place because it is another 
example of forms of address ‘Ali has listed above, in which the vocative particle ‘O’ must 
be understood. He suggests that ‘this induces us to suppose that the present MS. is a 
transcript from a first draft in the author’s autograph’ A plausible alternative is to assume 
that ‘Ali’s train of thought is largely focused on this question of restrictions in forms of 
address used by God, as these opponents claim. He uses this verse to show that there is 
no such restriction, because God actually addresses another being as ‘God’ (though, of 
course, Christians would understand it as the Father speaking to the Son; Hebrews 1:8). 
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prey accompany’, ‘at whose command the arrows were quenched’ and ‘in the 
glint of whose arrows the armies marched and in the flashing of his lances’, who 
‘conquered the nations’ and ‘appeared for the salvation of his people and for the 
demand of his fathers’ inheritance’;321 about whom David said, ‘Prayer will be 
made for him at all times and blessing invoked upon him every day’??*—this is 
the words of the nations, ‘O God, give blessing to Muhammad and to the Family 
of Muhammad, and make Muhammad and the Family of Muhammad blessed’; 
and the one about whom the prophet Isaiah said, ‘I have made you a witness to 
the nations and an authority and leader to the peoples’3?3— this is the words 
of the nations, ‘I witness there is no god other than God, and Muhammad is 
the messenger of God’; or who is the Mumajjad about whom God says on the 
tongue of Isaiah, ‘I have made for you a name that is praised, Muhammad. So 
look from your dwellings, O holy one, OMuhammad’??*4 If by this he had meant 
Mumajjad, then who is this Mumajjad other than Muhammad? In this there 
is information, clarification and correction to those for whom God wills his 
success and correction. 


The prophecy of the prophet Daniel about the Prophet (peace be 
upon them), 


corroborating the prophecy of Ezekiel and others that are above, and confirm- 
ing our words that the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) is the 
Seal of the Prophets, that his triumph was from God, that his is the authorised 
empire after which there is no empire nor any nation like his nation, and that 
all the prophecies of the prophets we have given above are about him and for 
him and about no other. 

What we find in the prophecy of the prophet Daniel (peace be upon him) in 
the first chapter of his book is that he said to Nebuchadnezzar when he asked 
him the meaning of a vision he had seen, without relating it to him, Daniel 
speaking through the Holy Spirit, ‘Indeed, O king, you saw a mighty statue, 
most skilfully fashioned in beauty, standing directly before you. Its head was of 


321 Habakkuk 3:2-12. 
322 Psalm 72:15. 

323 Isaiah 49:8. 

324 Isaiah 63:15. 
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refined, pure gold, its forearm of silver, its belly and thigh of copper, its legs of 
iron and part ofits feet iron and part earthenware. And you saw a stone that was 
cut without a cutter; it struck the feet of this statue and crushed them utterly, so 
that the whole statue, its iron, copper, silver and gold, broke into pieces, and it 
became remnants like the powder of husks on the threshing floors. The winds 
blew it away and no trace of it could be seen. This stone which struck the statue 
became a tall mountain and the whole earth was filled with it. 

‘This was your vision, O king. You are the head of gold that you saw. And after 
you another kingdom lesser than yours will be established, and a third kingdom 
which is like copper will have rule over the whole earth. A fourth kingdom will 
be as strong as iron, and just as iron crushes all | things, so it will wipe out 
everything. Concerning the foot, part of which was iron and part earthenware, 
well, part of the kingdom will be powerful and part will be humble, and the 
authority of the kingdom will be shattered. 

‘In those days the God of heaven will establish an eternal, everlasting king- 
dom which will not be changed and will not come to an end, and will not 
disperse dominion or rule to other nations, but will crush and destroy all the 
kingdoms, and it will stand for ever and ever. 

‘This then is the meaning of the stone that you saw was cut from a mountain 
without a cutter, until it crushed the iron, the copper and the earthenware. For 
the great God has informed you of what will be at the end of time.3?5 

This is a prophecy of good omen and a shining reference that has no need 
of any explanation further to the prophet Daniel's explanation (peace be upon 
him). For he has certified all the prophecies and testified that they are all about 
Muhammad (peace be upon him) and not about any other. He has announced 
that the last of the empires and kingdoms is the empire that the God of heaven 


325 Daniel 2:31-45. 
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will establish, that it will possess all the realms of the earth and that it will 
stand for ever and ever and will not leave any other kingdom or rule without 
crushing it and destroying it. For this reason the Prophet Muhammad (may 
God bless him and give him peace) is called the Seal of the Prophets, because 
with him all prophecies end, as you have seen, and in him earlier good tidings 
have been fulfilled, as you find and read. For after him there is no prophet’s 
prophecy nor any revelation coming down, for he has declared that there will 
be no empire or authority after his empire and era. So what claim remains or 
error persists alongside this prophecy? And what could be the pretext before 
God of the person who resists it, or what could be his recompense from him 
except punishment and hell? For God announces that the God of heaven is 
establishing this everlasting and eternal realm.3?6 

In Chapter 4 Daniel (peace be upon him) says in support and confirmation 
of the first prophecy: ‘I saw in the dream that the four winds had arisen, and 
because of them the great sea surged and heaved with excessive violence. And 
from the sea arose four great beasts with different forms. The first of them was 
like a lion and it had the wings of an eagle, and I saw that its wing was plucked. 
Then it rose up, standing on the earth like a man, and it was given the heart 
of a man. The second beast was like a bear and it was standing to one side, 
and in its mouth were three ribs. And I heard someone say to it, “Arise, devour 
from the flesh, keep doing it”. The third beast was like a leopard and on its sides 
were four wings like the wings of a bird. It had four heads, and it was given 
authority. And I saw a fourth great beast standing in sheer might, with great 
teeth of iron. It was eating and crushing, and trampling with its feet everything 
that remained. And I saw that it was different from the other beasts. It had ten 
horns, and I understood the meaning of these horns of it. And presently a small 
horn appeared among these horns, and then before this small horn three of the 
preceding horns fell out and dropped down. 


326 Daniel 2:45. 


59gr 


418 THE BOOK OF RELIGION AND EMPIRE 


lay ele Sg (AWE OT call eLNOlt! ps sl Sheet 
clon oye al ate alley Hal oye cll lind, a tell sy 3 bob 
eH! ea geuall ODI nwsy (# le ai dugg Boy abl usb ley 
0 gea)) ye Nels 45 pa) OF Leg casey yy | gb gary BOE Oy pall S graiy Gare 
seal ON LS pene Oy lpg DOE tds Ky 0d Mia Casey 
Me petal ¢ gly O6y coy sl lle FL shal ye feed eye y arxeey 

wesles 


5 S55 2M GO SGI) Se el Old bob Spc d dls 
LBs Gergely UE G2, de Clas «Lal! et OF Jail; Jel 
5 phe Wall US Ge ey EB GB tall Ol dyke LG ue, Lb, 
BH Sy IW ye placly fel AT elle pre oe pny DEI 

“3 
Sloe ni le 351 chal Ys cla] UI cht Vanya Sen ON srr 
Ves Ls Sele Ul, lise Of ail JB cal! el Ol gH ce Med ale 
cls Lely cl gle|y ball okel Ul ai J el SAL oie Ske ye 
Lal ocing Syll A) by cle y YS by Lela Lessa a” 2M Je 
CELE Sly ly ably LV AT ey ae atl Je ll Ob 
ile Maly Maced Calgell To Lee Jey cos dy este Calsy 4 


s 
1C; Ca lb (wrongly). 2C and D add: 3 3B: pahe 4Reading with C and D; A and B: Udls 
£ 


CHAPTER 10 419 


‘Then I desired to know the explanation of the fourth beast which was 
different from all the others, what it was and what was the explanation of its 
ten horns and its teeth which were of iron, and its claws and talons which 
were of copper, and what was the explanation of its eating and crushing, and 
trampling what remained with its foot, and the interpretation of the small horn 
which rose up from it and the falling and dropping of the three horns | before 
it, and why this horn had eyes. And I heard this horn speaking out loudly with 
its mouth. And the appearing of this small horn and its growing and size were 
greater than the sizes of all the other horns. And it struggled against the pure, 
holy ones, and fought them. 

‘Then the Lord said to me, “The explanation of the fourth beast is a fourth 
realm that will be on earth, and it will be greater and finer than all realms. It 
will subdue the whole earth, and will trample, crush and consume it at will. 
And the interpretation of the ten horns is that from this realm will rise up ten 
kings, and after them will rise up another king greater and mightier than the 
earlier ones, and he will subdue three kings.” 27 

This is also interpreting and shining, with no need of any elaboration or 
clarification more than the interpretation of Daniel (peace be upon him) gave 
it. For the fourth beast, which he said was powerful, awesome, dreadful, strong 
and mighty, is a metaphor for this realm which God said would be the most 
powerful and greatest of the realms, that it would subdue the whole earth, 
would stamp upon it with its feet and would consume it without restraint. It 
is the last of the empires, and this too testifies that the Prophet (may God bless 
him and give him peace) is the last of the prophets and their Seal, and that 
all the prophecies are fulfilled in him, come to an end with him and do not 
go beyond him. The earlier prophecies prove this and culminate with him. So 


327 Daniel 7:2-8, 19-24. 
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praise to the One who ordained this, made it known to humans on the tongues 
of his prophets a long time before it had being, laid down binding proof through 
it, gave strength to spent vision through it and removed the stretched coverings. 

These are prophecies of the prophets | from the People of Israel. And I 
shall mention what Christ (peace be upon him) and his disciples after him 
announced, for they definitely pointed to the time of the Prophet (peace be 
upon him) and made clear allusion to him.328 Those who have interpreted the 
books of the Christians have said that the first beast was the empire of the 
Babylonians, as Daniel says, the second was the empire of the Medes, and the 
third the empire of the Persians. And the fourth is therefore the empire of the 
Arabs, without doubt about it, and this is the everlasting empire which God 
said would not come to an end or yield empire or authority to any other.3?9 
This is a confirmation of the prophet Moses’ (peace be upon him) words from 
God about Ishmael (peace be upon him), ‘I have given him my blessing and 
made him exceedingly great_3° 

In the books of Daniel I have also found a splendid, marvellous prophecy. 
For he says, ‘Blessed is the one who hopes to see one thousand three hundred 
and thirty-five days.33! I applied my mind to this, and I discovered that it refers 
specifically to this religion and this ‘Abbasid empire.3°? This is because by this 
number Daniel could only have intended days or months or years or some 
prophetic secret that mathematics can extract. If someone should say that he 


328 This sentence has the definite appearance of a conclusion to the Old Testament prophe- 
cies and a brief introduction to the New Testament prophecies. It makes the continuing 
discussion of Daniel’s prophecy something of an afterthought, and its position after this 
short paragraph supports the view that the present text is an unfinished draft. 

329 Ina succession of Christian apocalyptic writings that can be tentatively dated from the 
mid-7th century onwards, this fourth beast is usually identified as Islam and seen as the 
sign of the end time which is destined finally to be overcome by a resurgent Christian 
power (see D. Thomas et al. (eds), Christian-Muslim Relations, a Bibliographical History, 


vol. 1(600-900), Leiden, 2009, pp. 141-143, 164-166, 239-241, 275-276, 309-311, 414-416, 600 
602). Needless to say, ‘Ali shows no acknowledgement of such interpretations, but gives his 
own interpretation of this fourth beast as the power of Islam come as the climax of God’s 
eternal plan. In what he goes on to say, he evidently regards the ‘Abbasid dynasty as its 
fulfilment, clearly predicted by Daniel. 

330 Genesis 17:20. 

331 Daniel 12:2. 

332 ‘Ali understandably emphasises the importance of Daniel's prediction of the ‘Abbasid 
dynasty, because it is both a sign of the eternally planned outcome of history and the 
justification of his own conversion to Islam. 
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intended by it days, well no gladness or joyful event occurred for the People of 
Israel or the world after four years, nor after one thousand three hundred and 
thirty-five months, for this is one hundred and eleven years and some months. 

But ifthey say that he meant years, | this comes up to this empire, because the 
period from Daniel to Christ was about five hundred years. The confirmation of 
this is what was revealed to him that seventy weeks would be completed for him 
and for his people in the captivity, and then they would return to Jerusalem and 
Christ would be sent.333 And from Christ to this year of ours is eight hundred 
and sixty-seven years,334 coming up to this ‘Abbasid empire thirty years ago, or 
a little more.395 

But if someone says that it is not years either, but some prophetic secret that 
mathematics can extract, well I have thought about it and discovered that the 
number of these days is the same as the number of letters added together in 
‘Muhammad, Seal of the Prophets, guided one, illustrious one’ |[Muhammad, 
khatam al-anbiya’, mahdi, majid]. For if the letters of these words are added 
together according to their numerical value, what we have made clear emerges 
from them, and they are five names. 

If someone should say that this number permits extraction for someone 
other than him, just as I have extracted it for him, well what testifies to the 
correctness of what I have said and indubitably connects this secret to the 
Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) is the testimony of Daniel 
and others to him, as I have made clear. So someone might extract from it some 
name from the testimonies of the prophets and not the Prophet (peace be upon 
him), and we would agree with him, though he will never be able to do this. 
People from the Christians have related this number to Christ in the way that I 
have done, but I have refuted them and made clear from the testimonies of the 
prophets that the Prophet (peace be upon him) has greater claim to it. 


333 Daniel 9:24-25. 

334 ‘Ali has made clear at the beginning of the work that he wrote it during the reign of al- 
Mutawakkil, who was assassinated in 861. 

335 As Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 138, n. 2, points out, according to ‘Ali’s computation, 
there were 500 + 867 = 1367 years between the time of Daniel and his own time, making a 
difference of 32 years from Daniel’s 1335 years. 
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The prophecy of Christ about the Prophet (may God bless them 
and give them peace) 


What Christ (peace be upon him) said about this is written down and preserved 
in the Book of the disciple John, in Chapter 15 of his Gospel: ‘The Paraclete, 
the Spirit of truth, whom my Father will send in my name will teach you 
all things.’336 | Now the Paraclete whom God will send after Christ, giving 
confirmation to the name of Christ (peace be upon him), is the one who taught 
people all that they did not know before. But among the disciples of Christ to 
this day of ours there has never been one who has taught people anything other 
than Christ had taught them. So the Paraclete who would teach people what 
they did not know is the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), and 
the Qur’an is the knowledge that Christ calls ‘all things’. 

John says about him in Chapter 16: ‘The Paraclete will not come to you unless 
I go away. And when he has come, he will rebuke the world for sin. He will not 
speak a thing from his own self, but he will direct you in all the truth and will 
inform you about what is to take place and what is hidden.’$3” And John said 
about him, ‘I will ask my Father to send you another Paraclete who will be with 
you for ever’338 The explanation of his words, ‘He will send him in my name’, is 
that since Christ was called Paraclete and Muhammad was called by this name, 
Christ’s words ‘He will send him in my name’, meaning ‘he will be my namesake’, 
cannot be denied. Mention of Christ (peace be upon him) is rarely to be found 
in any place in the books of the prophets (peace be upon them) unless there is a 
mention of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) accompanying 
it, following it and attached to it, because he came after him. 


336 John14:26. By the time ‘Ali was writing, the identification of the references in John’s Gospel 
to the Paraclete as Muhammad would have been a common element in Muslim apolo- 
getic. Ibn Ishaq had already made the connection in the mid-eighth century (Sira, pp. 149- 
150/trans. pp. 103-104), as did the Caliph al-Mahdi a few decades later in his debate with 
the Patriarch Timothy I (Mingana, ‘Apology’, pp. 169-171), while in ‘Ali's own time it was 
mentioned by Ibn Qutayba (Dalal al-nubuwwa; see Schmidtke, ‘The Muslim reception of 
biblical materials, p. 256). The connection is also made in an anonymous Christian work 
in Syriac, Elta d-mawteh d-Muhammad (‘The affair of the death of Muhammad’), which 
can tentatively be dated to the eighth or ninth century (see CMR1, p. 401). 

337 John 16:7, 8,13, with verses in the passage that might weaken the case omitted. 

338 John 14:16. 
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I found another amazing secret about ‘Paraclete’, for when I applied my mind 
to it and examined the meaning of Christ’s words, I found that if someone adds 
the total of its letters together according to their numerical value it is equal to 
the total of the letters ‘Muhammad son of ‘Abd Allah, prophet, guide’ [Muham- 
mad bin Abd Allah, al-nabt al-hadi |. If someone says that it lacks one number 
because the word | is actually Paracleta, well the ‘a’ is additional in Syriac names, 
although what would be the same as it in number without exceeding or lack- 
ing is ‘Muhammad, messenger, beloved, accepted’ [Muhammad rasul, habib, 
tayyib]. If someone says, ‘This total could be extracted from names other than 
this’, he cannot do this until he brings before us evidence of who is like Christ 
in his words, ‘The Paraclete whom he will send, the Spirit of truth whom my 
Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and he will not find a 
means for this. 

John the disciple says in his letter in the Book of the Acts, which is the reports 
of the disciples,3%° ‘My beloved, do not believe in every spirit, but distinguish 
the spirits that are from God, and know that every spirit that believes that 
Jesus Christ has come and was corporeal is from God, and every spirit that 
does not believe that Christ was corporeal is not from God.49 The Prophet 
(may God bless him and give him peace) believed that Christ had come and 
was corporeal, and was God’s spirit and word which he cast into Mary.3*! So, 
according to the testimony of John and others, his spirit was a truthful and 
virtuous spirit from God, great and mighty, and a spirit that claims that he was 
not corporeal and not human is from another than God.342 


339 In the Greek and Eastern Christian traditions, the New Testament Epistles are included 
with Acts under a single heading. 

340 1John 41-3. 

341 Q 4271. 

342 Here ‘Ali reveals the difference between his own Muslim concern, that the corporeal must 
exclude the divine, and that of the writer of1John, that the divine and corporeal were both 
really present in Christ. 
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Simon Peter, head of the disciples, said in the Book of the Acts, ‘It has come 
that judgements will begin from the House of God.343 The interpretation of 
this is that the House of God which the disciple refers to is Mecca, and it was 
there and nowhere else that the new rule had its beginning. If someone says 
that he meant by this the rule of the Jews, Christ had already told them, ‘No 
stone will be left on another in Jerusalem that will not be crushed, and it will 
stay demolished until the day of resurrection’*44 He made clear that | the new 
rule to which the disciple referred was the religion of Islam and its rule. This is 
similar to the words of the prophet Zephaniah (peace be upon him) from God 
that he would renew for the nations a chosen language.345 And there was anew 
chosen language for the rule and the new religion. 

With regard to the meaning of this, the prophet Daniel (peace be upon him) 
said what we have already pointed out. And in those days there was no house 
ascribed to God for the opponent to cling to and say that the rule had begun 
from it except Mecca. If someone should say that he meant by this the religion 
of Christ, how could he say about a religion and rule which had already begun 
and appeared for some time, ‘It has come that it will begin’? This is impossible 
as an idea. 

Luke the disciple says in Chapter 11 of his Gospel, ‘Christ said to his disciples, 
Isent you out before without a purse or sack (by which he meant a bag) or shoe, 
and did this bring you harm or lacking at all? They said, No. He said, But now, 
let him who has no purse buy a purse, and him who has no sack a bag, and 
him who has no sword, let him sell his clothes to buy a sword for himself?3*6 
Christ's practices and injunctions which he prescribed and preached were 
peacefulness, surrender and self-denial, no more. So when he commanded his 
disciples and the heads of his religion at the end of his life to sell their clothes 
and buy swords, men of discrimination and knowledge knew that in this he 


343 1Peter 4:17. 

344 Matthew 24:2. 
345 Zephaniah 3:9. 
346 = Luke 22:35-36. 
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was pointing to another new rule and occurrence which would be renewed by 
the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), and was pointing to his 
swords and arrows, which prophets before him had described. In fact, Simon 
Peter unsheathed his sword and drew it from its scabbard | on the night the 
Jews sought Christ, and he struck one of the officers and cut off his ear. But 
Christ (peace be upon him) caught it in his hand and put it back in its position 
on his head, and it was immediately restored to what it had been before. He 
said to Simon at this, ‘Put back your sword, for he who draws a sword will be 
killed by the sword.’34” He meant those who drew it in his community and his 
followers, and then he referred to us in the new situation in commanding his 
disciples to sell their clothes and buy swords. Swords are not bought except to 
be drawn and to strike. 

Paul, who was foremost among the Christians and whom they call an Apos- 
tle,348 says in his Letter to the Galatians, ‘Abraham had two sons, one by a 
bond-woman and the other by a free-woman. The birth of his son who was 
from the bond-woman was like the birth of all other men. But the birth of the 
one who was from the free-woman, he was born by a promise from God. Now 
they are both allegories and similes for the two decrees and laws. Hagar is com- 
pared with Mount Sinai which is in the land of Arabia, which corresponds to the 
present Jerusalem. But Jerusalem which is in heaven corresponds to his free- 
woman.’349 In these words of his Paul confirms a host of meanings. The first of 
them is that Ishmael and Hagar went to live in the lands of the Arabs, which he 
calls the lands of Arabia. The second is that Mount Sinai, which is in Syria, con- 
tinues to and connects with the lands of the Bedouin, in his words that Hagar is 
compared with Mount Sinai which is in the lands of Arabia. And Sinai is what 
the Torah refers to as the start of these prophecies in its words, ‘The Lord came 
from Sinai and appeared to us from Seir and rose up from mount Paran.35° 
In this Paul witnesses | that the lord who the Torah says came from Sinai was 
the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace), and was the one who 
appeared in the lands of Arabia. We have shown above that the meaning of 


347 This is a harmonisation of Matthew 26:51-52, Luke 22:50-51 and John 18:10-1. 

348 This reference indicates how completely ‘Ali has turned away from his former faith. 

349 Galatians 4:22-26. This reference to Paul predicting the coming of Islam is a rare example 
in Muslim polemical works of positive regard, going against the usual condemnations of 
him as the first author of corruption in Christian teachings. 

350 Deuteronomy 33:2, quoted earlier on, pp. 342-343. 
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‘lord’ applies to prophets and masters. Nothing could be more clear and plain 
than to name the countries of Arabia, by which he meant the countries of the 
Arabs, although it is an alien form, not pure Arabic, in that it has ‘Arab’ in place 
of “Arab’? The third is that Jerusalem corresponds to Mecca. And the fourth is 
that there is no doubt that this second law and second decree is from heaven. 
For he calls them both by one name and makes no distinction in meaning at all 
between them. His giving priority to the son of the free-woman, and his words 
that the son of the bond-woman was not born by a promise is prejudice and 
bias on his part. In the highlights of the Torah about Ishmael that I have quoted 
there is enough, and proof that he too was born not by one promise but by many 
promises. 

These are mutually confirming prophecies and corroborating reports, per- 
petuated over the length of time, which no non-Muslim could reject without 
attaining the most unsuccessful lot and the greatest lie. No one would do this 
except a no-hope Jew or a nonsensical Christian, offering it as an excuse for 
themselves, and deceiving themselves and others by saying it. God’s increased 
wrath towards the People of Israel, his cursing them, his withdrawal from them 
and from that religion, his making plain to them that he would destroy their 
root from which they sprang, stunt their greenery, and plant others than them 
in the desert and the untilled, thirsty land, must be evident to the Christians in 
particular and the Jews in general. 

On this matter I am truly amazed | at the Jews, because they say this as 
something to find pleasure in and to sum up the claim with, and they seek for 
what they desire through deception and falsehood. Indeed, the Christians are 
a matter of amazement: they bear witness against the Jews, as we have said, 
morning and evening, that God has severed their root, wiped the traces of them 
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from the register of the earth, and annihilated any sign of their faith and laws. 
And the community of Christ (peace be upon him) cannot lay claim to these 
prophecies which I have summarised and quoted in favour of the Prophet (may 
God bless him and give him peace), such as taking kings captive and making 
slaves of masters, and leading them bound together in chains and fetters, and 
such as gaining the deserted and waste lands as inheritance, striking necks 
and amassing slaughter and massacre in the earth, and more besides, such as 
the characteristics that only attach and apply to Ishmael, Hagar and his near 
relations, and to Mecca and its pilgrims. A number of them have also explicitly 
given the name of the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) and 
have described him and his fighters with sword and arrow, the going of death 
and birds of prey before his armies, the crowding of caravans and camel trains 
in his lands, and his annihilation of the nations and kings opposed to him. 
All these are proof of his religion, honour to his position and confirmation of 
what his envoys preach about him. Daniel in particular has sealed all these 
prophecies with something by which he expels doubt, and has announced that 
the God of heaven will establish an everlasting kingdom that will never change 
or disappear. He who does not submit to the one whom God has chosen and 
established is wicked and contemptible. 


The refutation of the one who says that the Emigrants and Helpers | 
entered the religion without a sign 


If someone should say something similar to the argument put forward by 
my uncle who was famous for debate and skilfulness, and known through- 
out Iraq and Khurasan as Abt Zakkar Yahya ibn al-Nu‘man*>!—in a book 
which he wrote in refutation of the people of the religions he said that he 
had investigated the reasons why numbers of the Emigrants and the very ear- 
liest people had entered, and also the men and women who entered Islam 
with them, and he had not found a single one who had entered because of a 
miracle he had seen or a sign he had reported. This was for me a very strong 


351 Inwhat ‘Alisays about Abu Zakkar here and earlier (pp. 282-283), it appears that his uncle 
had made a strong impression on him with his arguments against Islam. Both his main 
point here, that Muhammad did not perform any miracles to make his contemporaries 
convert, and the point mentioned earlier, that the literary qualities of the Quran are not 
proof of its divine origins, show that his refutation denied Islam had any God-given basis. 
‘Ali’s work, and the whole dala’il al-nubuwwa genre, were largely geared to refute precisely 
this kind of accusation. 
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argument; I continued to be deceived by it and blinded by it until, when I put 
aside his faith, I saw the answer to it easily and the escape easily. For if we 
answered them back in the same way, we would be credited with an argument 
which, if they disproved it, many prophecies from their prophets would be 
disproved. The entry of a group into the religion of a prophet without a sign 
which they had seen is not something that would invalidate the other signs of 
this Prophet, nor is the Prophet’s refusal to produce a sign at any particular time 
anything that would prove him a liar.352 

Ezekiel himself (peace be upon him) says in Chapter 10 that a group of the 
People of Israel came to him wanting to test him, and asking various things. 
Ezekiel’s reply was to say, ‘God has informed and commanded me to inform 
you that the Lord of lords says: I swear by my name that I am the living One and 
that I will not give an answer to what you want.3°? As for Christ (peace be upon 
him), many crowds followed him and believed in him, even though he had not 
shown them a sign. Such are the words | of Matthew the disciple in Chapter 4 
of his Gospel, that when Christ (peace be upon him) was walking along the 
shore of the Sea of Galilee he saw two brothers, one of them Simon, whom 
he nicknamed ‘the Rock’, gave oversight over the affairs of his community, 
and made the foundation of his faith, and his brother Andrew, and they were 
catching fish in the sea. So, beckoning to them, he said to them, ‘Follow me, 
and after this very day I will make you fishers of men. They both immediately 
left their nets and followed him.?5* In this Chapter Matthew says that when 
Christ was going past there he saw two other brothers, one called James son of 
Zebedee, and John, and they were fishing with their father. He called them to 
his religion, and they left their father in the boat and followed him.955 Matthew 
says in this Chapter that when Jesus was going past the place he saw a collector 


352 ‘Aliconcedes that his uncle is right on this particular point, but he maintains that Muham- 
mad did perform miracles at other times, and thus his claim to prophetic status is not 
weakened. He proceeds to show by implication that his uncle’s argument is internally 
inconsistent, because several biblical prophets did not perform signs at particular times 
although their status is not questioned. 

353 Ezekiel 201-3. 

354 Matthew 4:18-20. 

355 Matthew 4:21-22. 
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of the tithe called Matthew. He said to him, ‘Follow me’, and he went with him. 
He means himself, for he was Matthew the disciple, one of the four who wrote 
the Gospel.356 

These are five from the leaders of the disciples, the first and foremost, and 
they are from among the twelve disciples who the Gospel says followed Christ 
without him having shown them a sign or given them a convincing word apart 
from the mere call alone. I would like to know what damage has been caused 
to Christ in this, or why my uncle Abt Zakkar and those who agree with his 
words will not accept that those who followed the Prophet (may God bless him 
and give him peace) did so without seeing any sign from him. So if what we 
have said necessarily invalidates all Christ’s signs (peace be upon him), | then 
likewise it necessarily invalidates the Prophet’s signs (may God bless him and 
give him peace), because those who entered his religion did so without seeing 
a sign from him. 

People from among the Jews came to Christ (peace be upon him) asking him 
for a sign, and not only did he not produce one for them but he accused them 
and condemned them and their families. Matthew, the author of the Gospel, 
witnesses to this in Chapter 12: he declares that a group of the Jews came to 
Christ asking for a sign, and he said in reply, ‘The wicked, adulterous tribe seeks 
a sign, but no sign will be given other than the sign of the prophet Jonah.5” So 
he declared to them that he would not produce any sign for them, because they 
were from the wicked tribe, by which he meant all the Jews together. The sign 
of Jonah which he mentioned is his sojourn in the belly of the whale for three 
[days]. But this is one of Jonah’s signs, not one of Christ’s, and Jonah preceded 
him by a long stretch of time. A sign is something a prophet produces in the 
presence of those who see it, something unusual which no one else can produce 
the like of, and foretelling what is hidden from him, and it is proved right in his 
time. 


356 Matthew 9:9. 
357 Matthew 12:39. 
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As for anyone saying, ‘My sign is that Moses parted the sea and that Christ 
brought a dead person back to life’, this will not be accepted from him because 
it is a proof for someone else and not for him. In addition to this, in Christ’s case 
there is no suspicion of offering much and not fulfilling nor that he promised 
something and then refused it, or said, ‘I will not do something’, and then did 
it. For his words to the men from the People of Israel who asked him for a 
sign, that there would be no response to this, can only be that he spoke either 
from God or from himself. If he spoke it from God, then God must have acted | 
otherwise than what he said to them, because after saying this he provided 
signs for them through Christ. And if he said it from himself, then Christ must 
have acted otherwise than what he said, cancelling his previous words, but this 
is something unworthy of him, the kind of thing that cannot be contemplated. 
This is also the kind of thing that I count as corruption and mistakenness in the 
Gospel on the part of translators and scribes.358 

In Chapter 16 Matthew says that when the Jews saw him calling people and 
turning them away from Judaism, they came together to him and said to him, 
‘By what authority are you doing what we see, and who has given you this 
authority?’ in reply Jesus said to them, ‘I will also ask you a question. If you 
give me an answer to it, I will give you an answer to this question of yours. Tell 
me about John son of Zechariah’s baptising, where was it from, from heaven 
or the earth?’ The people did not answer, and they said, ‘We do not know’. So 
Christ said, ‘Neither will I tell you by what authority I act’59 We do not see him 
answering what the people asked him, but responding to them with another 
question so that no one could condemn him for it. 

In Chapter 6 Matthew says that Pilate, the Roman emperor's representative, 
said to him when the Jews handed him over to him, ‘I solemnly require you by 
the truth of God to tell me, are you the Christ, Son of God, or not?’ But Christ 
(peace be upon him) did no more than say to him, ‘It is you who have said 
this’36° without either confirmation or denial in these words. So it is possible 


358 As though sensitive to accusations that the biblical books had been corrupted, ‘Ali limits 
his criticisms of the text to the process of transmitting them. 

359 Matthew 21:23-27. 

360 Matthew 26:63-64. 
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to say that he meant by them a denial | and a clear indication of himself, and 
incrimination of anyone who reported this from him. Otherwise, why is it that 
he did not say, ‘Yes, Iam the Son of God’, when at the time he was in the situation 
of being judged anda condition of fear, so that ifhe had made clear what he had 
been asked about or produced a sign, the matter would have been made clear 
and the Jews would be ashamed about this and confused? This too is a question 
which Christ did not answer, and this did not prove him deficient, because of 
the exaltedness of his status and his previous miracles. 

In the Gospel which the Christians possess it says that the Jews said to him, ‘If 
you are the Son of God then come down from the cross so that we may believe 
in you’? though he did not, nor did he produce any sign. But we do not say 
on account of this that he had no sign before, because he knew in detail what 
was planned for him in this, what God desired from it and had determined for 
him.362 

Even more than this is what Matthew says in Chapter 2, that during Satan’s 
temptation of him Satan said to Christ, ‘If you are the Son of God, then say to 
these stones, “Become food”’, but he did no more than say, ‘It is written in the 
revealed books that the life of man is not through bread alone but by every word 
that comes from the mouth of God.’36 Can you not see, may God guide you, 
that Christ (peace be upon him) and other prophets were posed questions and 
asked for signs, but they did not give answers because God did not allow them 
to and did not open their way to them at these times? Thus, the disciples asked 


361 Matthew 27:40. 

362 ‘Ali's words here are subtly unspecific. He explains why Jesus refused to save himself from 
being crucified in terms that could be interpreted as either to fulfil God’s plan of salvation 
or to demonstrate that God would prevent him from being killed at the hands of the Jews. 

363 Matthew 4:3-4. 
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Christ (peace be upon him) about the Hour, and he said, ‘This is completely 
hidden from me; no one knows it except God alone.’36 This did not prove him 
deficient or undermine him, and it is the same with the Prophet (may God bless 
him and give him peace). 

These are convincing and fair replies and responses, and conclusive proofs 
to this concern and issue to which my uncle Abu Zakkay’s | disciples and those 
who promote their teachings cling, though I have not noticed any Christian 
scholar other than my uncle using this argument against the Muslims in times 
past or present. God has resolved it and declared it wrong by his grace and assis- 
tance, and by the wisdom, remonstrations and responses of the Commander of 
the Faithful (may God guide him) that I have learnt and reproduced.3® 

Now apply your minds, may God guide you, do not hinder your intellects 
for them to fall waste and fallow, and know that you are created for a weighty 
matter, and are standing on the brink of a garden or fire. The one for whom 
baselessness crumbles away into the fire36 drops into never-ending ignominy 
and everlasting remorse, and the torment that Christ (peace be upon him) 
described when he said, ‘It is a fire that is not extinguished and worms that 
do not die.’3®” And the one for whom truth tips the scale towards the open 
expanses of the garden and high points of paradise has gained happiness and 
attained great success, and has achieved everlasting security and the gain that 
no eye has seen and no ear heard of.368 So be sincere with yourselves and not 
dishonest, be truthful and do not delude yourselves. Truth lies open, the hidden 
has become apparent and certainty is evident. 


The refutation of those who find fault with Islam because of one of 
its rites or laws 


If one of the People of the Book speaks evil of one of the regulations of religion 
or the rules of the Muslims, he has abused us, wronged all the prophets and 
judged them to be at fault, and opened himself to sin and punishment. Thus, 


364 Matthew 24:36. 

365 While ‘Ali could well have mentioned his uncle’s arguments to the caliph, it strains 
plausibility to imagine that he is doing anything more than paying unreal compliments 
when he suggests that al-Mutawakkil provided rejoinders to them. 

366 Areminiscence of Q 9:109. 

367 Mark 9:48. 

368 Areminiscence of1 Corinthians 2:9, and cf.a number of Hadiths in Muslim, Sahih, Book 40. 
Kitab al-janna, http://sunnah.com/muslim/53. 
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if they find fault with sacrifices,3®° these are handed down from Abraham and 
all the prophets descended from him (peace be upon them). If they criticise 
circumcision,?”° it was Christ’s and those before him. If they deny divorce,3” | it 
was Moses’s and those who succeeded him. If they dispute swearing by God,3” 
it was from God Almighty and his prophets: the prophet Isaiah (peace be upon 
him) said, ‘I have determined the word and declared in truth that every knee 
shall bow to me and every tongue swear by my name’;3’3 Paul, whom the 
Christians call Apostle, said, ‘When God gave Abraham his promise in his sons, 
he swore to him by his own self’;3”4 and Daniel said that the angel who appeared 
to him raised his hand to heaven and swore by the eternal beneficent One that 
all he had spoken about would undoubtedly occur.3”5 

If they find fault with sacred warfare,?’”° Abraham fought against the four 
kings who had moved against the land of Jazira to launch attacks against its 
people. So he defended his neighbourhood and allies, annihilated their armies 
by his servants and those born in his house, and gained glory through this and 
success for himself, memory of him lived on and his reward was stored up. He 
returned to their kings all the spoils and the young people he had saved, not 
depriving them of a pearl or piece of leather after their kings had abandoned 
and given up the lands.3”7 Joshua son of Nun killed thirty-one of the kings of 
Syria,?78 and in one of its towns called ‘Ani he did not leave houses or anyone to 
blow on the fire without calling them to religion or requiring poll tax or tribute 
from them, nor did he take ransom as the Muslims might do.3”9 The prophet 


369 ~=©Cf. Hebrews 10:11-14. 

370 Cf. e.g. Romans 2:25-29, 1Corinthians 7:18-19. 
371 Cf. Matthew 5:32, 19:9. 

372 Cf. Matthew 5:34-37. 

373 Isaiah 45:23. 

374 Galatians 3:16. 

375 Daniel 12:7. 

376 Cf. Matthew 5:39. 

377. Genesis 14:13-24. 

378 Joshua 12:24. 

379 Joshua 8:1-28 (naming the city as Ai). 
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Samuel (peace be upon him) says in Chapter 12 that David the prophet (peace 
be upon him) raided territories of Syria called Philistia, and did not leave there 
a man or woman he did not kill. He took sheep, cattle, asses and camels, and 
carried off | goods, supplies and furnishings without calling them to religion, to 
pay poll-tax or to enter into obedience.3°° The Book of Samuel states that one 
day David was hungry, so he sent his servants to a man in search of food but he 
brought him nothing, so he moved against him with his host to strike down this 
man and the people of his town. But then his wife came to meet him bringing 
food, cheese and drink, which she carried to him because she was afraid of him 
regarding her husband. He took this from her and was glad, and his anger was 
calmed and ebbed away.3*! This and the like from the prophets are not denied 
or condemned. 

Now the Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) commanded the 
call to the single, eternal, victorious God by engendering desire and instilling 
fear, so that the religion should be one and the One who is worshiped should 
be single. Anyone who responded received what the Muslims did and had the 
responsibilities that they did, and anyone who did not respond to it and paid 
‘the poll-tax readily, being brought low’;,*? spared his life with it, and protected 
status and obedience became his duty. He had a subtle point for reflection by 
the unbelievers, a humbling of their haughtiness and conceit, an invitation to 
the people of pride and defensiveness among them to move away from the 
vileness of humiliation and protected status to the exaltedness of honour and 
freedom. If they scorn this as well, war lies behind them. 

Moses (peace be upon him) did what amounted to more than this, for when 
he was commanded to make the journey from Egypt and to lead the exodus 
of the People of Israel from there, he declared to them that God almighty was 
commanding every man of them to borrow the clothing of his neighbour and 
acquaintance, and the jewellery of his wives and daughters, and tell them that 


380 1Samuel 27:8-12. 
381 1Samuel 25:2-35. 
382 Qog:29. 
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they wanted them for one of their festivals. | The people did this, adorning 
them with what they had and lending them what was easy and hard. On that 
day the People of Israel were about six hundred thousand fighting-men in 
number. When this was gathered to them and came into their hands, they 
all made use of the night and left, every one of them. God parted the sea for 
them and they crossed over, but Pharaoh came after them. They eluded him, 
and God drowned Pharaoh and requited them of him. The owners of these 
borrowed things and their wives and young men woke up to find they had been 
deprived of their things which had been borrowed: a calamity3*? had destroyed 
their treasures and they gnawed at their fingertips in anguish.3** This was not 
robbery or fraudulent gain but booty and plunder, because the earth is God’s, 
great and mighty, and its possessions and ornaments belong to those servants 
of his to whom he particularly apportions them. As he says in his book, ‘You 
give sovereignty to whom you will and withdraw sovereignty from whom you 
will’385 And just as the actions of the prophets we have mentioned were not 
criminal or failing to hold back from sin, but of the form of ‘forgiveness from 
God and good pleasure’,3*° so were the struggling against the polytheists and 
the predatory raids against the unbelievers that God commanded Muhammad 
(may God bless him and give him peace). If there had been no sacred warfare, 
no religion would have existed and no secure place would have been safe, no 
gap would have been closed, and the Muslims would have become booty and 
possessions for their enemies. People would hardly remain in a faith whose 
people were in their condition, but would move to one that was stronger and 
more capacious. 

Christ (peace be upon him) forbade warfare and cautioned against its causes 
in his words, ‘Whoever makes you go a mile, go two miles with him; whoever 
takes your coat, give him your cloak as well; whoever strikes your cheek, turn 
the other cheek to him.’38’ Since this was | among the matters on which neither 
religion nor worldly existence can be secure, his nation was compelled to be 
openly disobedient, and they kindled the fire of war in the east and the west, 


383 For the meaning of ‘anga’ mughrib, see Lane, Lexicon, p. 2177, col.1. 
384 Cf. Exodus 11:2—15:21. 

385 Q3:26. 

386 Q57:20. 

387 Matthew 5:39-40. 
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and brought it about through spears and swords in the lands of the Romans, the 
Franks, Nubia, the Ethiopians and Armenia. Who of them is there in the lands 
of the Turks, apart from those who were scattered among the nations in small 
numbers and humble circumstances, such as the Nestorians, and among the 
Zahrani Arabs the Jacobites and Melkites?3®* We have seen that Christ (peace 
be upon him) elsewhere allowed swords to be taken, and with this abrogated 
the first command; this was in his words to his disciples, ‘Each one of you must 
sell his garment and buy himself a sword;3®9 and his words, ‘Do not think that 
I have come to sow peace but war.3°° So whoever finds fault with the people of 
Islam is in error because of what the prophets we have mentioned have thought 
right and have prescribed. 

If someone should deny the words of the Prophet (may God bless him and 
give him peace) that in the hereafter are food and drink,39! Christ (peace be 
upon him) said something similar to his disciples when he was drinking with 
them. He said to them, ‘I will not drink of the produce of this vine until I drink 
it with you again in the Kingdom of heaven.? So he was declaring that in the 
Kingdom there is drinking and drink, and since there is drink there, eating and 
delights there cannot be denied. Luke says in his Gospel that Christ (peace be 
upon him) said, ‘You shall eat and drink at my Father’s table.’3°3 And John says 
from Christ (peace be upon him), ‘There are very many rooms and dwelling 


388 Mingana, Religion and empire, p. 156, n. 4, identifies the Zahrani Arabs as Turanians. At this 
time, Nestorian missionaries were vigorously active along the Silk Road and throughout 
Asia, while there were substantial populations of Christians from all denominations 
within the Islamic empire. Of course, none of these would be rulers, and many would be 
dhimmis. 

389 = Luke 22:36 

390 ©Matthew 10:34. 

391 The teachings in the Qur’an about the physical pleasures of heaven were a favourite topic 
in Christian polemical works in the early centuries of Islam (see CMR 1, e.g. pp. 376, 
382). The Nestorian Christian ‘Ammar al-Basri, who was probably active in the decades 
just before the time of ‘Ali’s conversion, rejects the idea in his Kitab al-burhan and Kitab 
al-mas@il wa-l-ajwiba (M. Hayek, Ammar al-Basri. Apologie et controverses, Beirut, 1977, 
pp. 88-90, 264-265), while the Muslim Humayd ibn Sa‘id ibn Bakhtiyar, who was also 
probably a contemporary, devoted a whole work to the matter, his lost Kitab ‘ala l-Nasara 
fi -natm wa-l-akl wa-l-shurb fi l-akhira wa ‘ala jami‘ man qala bi-diddi dhalika, ‘Against 
the Christians on felicity and eating and drinking in the hereafter, and against whoever 
teaches in opposition to this’ (see CMR 1, pp. 723-725). 

392 Matthew 26:29. 

393 Luke 22:30. 
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places with my Father’? All this proves the correctness of food, | drink, rooms, 
comfort and reclining on couches facing each other?% in the hereafter; as 
God, great and mighty, says in his book, ‘They shall have gardens in which are 
everlasting comfort.39° 


The refutation of those who censure the Prophet's (may God bless 
him and give him peace) contravention of Moses and Christ (peace 
be upon them) in changing the rules of the Torah and Gospel 


If any of them who has deep proficiency in knowledge suggests that the Prophet 
(may God bless him and give him peace) accepted the Torah and Gospel in 
word but denied them in action, and thus his confirming the two of them at 
one moment but disbelieving what they contain at another is proof of self- 
contradictoriness, we say that God is blessed, almighty, wise, knowing, compas- 
sionate, merciful, the creation is his, guidance is from him, strength and power 
are in him, and it is not for humans to rebel against him in what he commands, 
or intrude into his prevenient knowledge or his hidden governance, but to obey 
and listen. God, great and mighty, said on the tongue of Moses (peace be upon 
him), ‘God will raise up a prophet like me from among your brothers, so listen 
to him. Whoever does not listen to him, I will have vengeance upon him_9” 
Now the Prophet (peace be upon him) appeared from among the broth- 
ers of the Jews; he instituted the rules of God, and was true to Moses, saying 
that he was ‘the one spoken to by God’.398 Concerning Jesus, he said that he 
was a spirit from God and his word,?9° that God chose him and ennobled him, 
and exalted him to heaven? and he is in his presence. He did not contravene 
Moses in affirming oneness, and he did not falter or mumble as the Christians 
do, but he made it known, announced it clearly, purified the faith, spoke with- 
out embellishment, and all the prophets agreed with him on the direction of 


394 John 14:2. 

395 Q56:6. 

396 Qog:21. 

397 Deuteronomy 18:18-19. 
398 Q 4164. (cf. Q 7:43). 
399 Q 4:71. 

400 Q 4158. 
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prayer, marriage, divorce, circumcision, resisting unbelievers, | defending land 
and requital. He increased sacrifices and oaths by God the almighty alone, and 
renewed for his community rules and regulations by which the people of his 
time devoted themselves to the service of God, so that humans had to listen 
to and obey God through him. If people had the possibility of blaming and 
disparaging such things as these in the commands and ordaining of God, then 
someone could say about what Christ has said as well, that he was true to the 
Torah at one time and said, ‘I have not come to destroy it but to complete 
it, and he also said, ‘Truly I say that not a letter of it will be destroyed until 
heaven and earth are destroyed’#°! then later he openly contravened Moses 
and rejected the Torah outright so that the experts of his community found a 
way to say openly and directly that the old had gone and passed away and the 
new had arrived and appeared. By ‘the old’ they meant the Torah and its laws, 
and all the books of the prophets, and by ‘the new’ the Gospel and the books 
of the disciples. The mainstay of the Torah and basis of Judaism are its rules, 
its circumcision, its sacrifices, festivals, retaliations, laws, priests and altars, 
all these Christ (peace be upon him) made void and overthrew. He left them 
no festival without cancelling it, Sabbath without rescinding it, circumcision 
without gently ending it, sacrifice without rejecting it, an altar without ending 
its service, a priest without saying he was adulterous and dissolute. 

Matthew says in Chapter 13 that Christ (peace be upon him) was walk- 
ing among the crops on a Sabbath day, and his disciples were hungry so 
they began to rub the ears of grain and eat them. He did not correct this or 


401 Matthew5:17-18. 
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censure it.4°? And Matthew says in this Chapter that one day Christ said to 
the people of Israel who | were with him, ‘You have heard the Torah say that 
whoever divorces his wife must write a note of divorce for her, but I say to you 
that whoever divorces his wife except for reason of fornication has exposed 
her to fornication, and whoever marries a divorced woman has committed 
adultery.4°3 Someone might say in blame of these words, ‘What should he 
do about a woman who practises witchcraft or is an unbeliever or poisons 
her father or kills her child or her neighbour? May he divorce her for these 
matters?’ But how is it that he never mentioned this, since he only made divorce 
permissible for fornication alone. 

In this Chapter he said, “You have heard what is said in scripture, a tooth fora 
tooth and an eye for an eye, but I say to you that he who hits you on your cheek 
turn to him the other cheek, and he who asks something of you do not refuse 
him.44 And Paul, in their eyes the chief one to be obeyed, said, ‘Circumcision 
is nothing and the foreskin is nothing’*°> and by this he plainly invalidated 
circumcision. These and other things from Christ (may God bless him and give 
him peace) cannot be denied or rejected. In the same way, the rules that the 
Prophet (may God bless him and give him peace) introduced anew, or added 
to or removed from the rules of the Torah or Gospel should not be denied or 
criticised. 


The refutation of those who have claimed that no one has men- 
tioned the resurrection apart from Christ (peace be upon him) 


The Christians have said that no one has made known the resurrection or 
brought news of the rising up and the return from the dead except Christ. 
Indeed, he announced it and spoke about it directly, and God has bestowed 
upon him honour surpassing those before him, although prophets before him 


402 Matthew12:1-3. 

403 Matthew5:31-32. 

404 Matthew 5: 38-309, 42. 
405 1Corinthians 7:19. 
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were | aware of it and referred to it. The prophet Moses said from God almighty, 
‘I am alone and there is no god apart from me; I cause to die and I cause to 
live'4°6 And David the prophet himself says in the Psalms, ‘The tyrants will 
be raised up and restored from the dead, and will praise you, O Lord, and will 
declare that your grace is in the graves.4°” And God, blessed and exalted, says 
on his tongue, ‘I will cause them to return and raise them from the very teeth 
of lions and from the depths of the sea.’4°8 And the prophet Daniel (peace be 
upon him) says, ‘Many people will be raised from the graves, some to everlasting 
life and some to perdition as a reproach to their like forever’4°9 Hannah the 
prophetess (peace be upon her) in the Book of the prophet Samuel (peace be 
upon him) said, ‘The Lord causes to die and causes to live, he sends down to 
the grave and raises up from it’! Other prophets have said many clear things 
about this. God, great and mighty, said to Daniel (peace be upon him), ‘Go and 
lie down under the command decreed, for you will rise up at the time allotted 
to you at the close of days.’4U 

You know, may God guide you, that our agreement and yours is that God 
is just and loves justice and those who follow it; he commands it and forbids 
injustice and oppression. And justice and fairness demand that you examine 
your reasons for accepting [your religion] and consider what they are. If it 
proves to be the case with you that they are reports and nothing more, that 
they are possible and not impermissible, praiseworthy and not unacceptable, 
conveyed to you by a successor from a predecessor and a later person from 
an earlier, then similarly by such reports we accepted the Prophet (peace be 
upon him). However, those who conveyed | these reports to you did not include 
among themselves any who claimed to have received them from anyone among 
his fathers or grandfathers who witnessed Christ or Moses (peace be upon 
them), in the way that the Arabs claim from their fathers and grandfathers who 
witnessed the Prophet (peace be upon him). For one of their men can relate 
from his grandfather or his grandfather's grandfather or one of his family what 
he saw and conveyed to his descendants. But your reports have been conveyed 


406 Deuteronomy 32:39. 
407 Psalm 88:10. 

408 Psalm 68:22. 

409 Daniel 12:2. 

410 1Samuel 2:6. 

411 Daniel 12:13. 
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to you by an ‘Iraqi from an Arabian, and an Arabian from a Syrian and a Syrian 
from a Hebrew, a Persian from a Roman, an easterner from a westerner through 
dark and divers means. So how then can you argue or set yourselves against 
those who say, ‘I have accepted this religion and believe in it on similar proofs 
and testimonies that you have accepted yours’, or who says, ‘When I saw that 
one of the communities was in a powerful position and exalted circumstances 
in its number, greatness, purity, intelligence and virtue, declaring to us from 
their fathers and grandfathers what we have related, and presenting a book 
they have inherited century after century, which calls to proclaim the oneness 
and greatness of God, to believe in his messengers and prophets, and to reject 
associates and partners, which commands what is meritorious and noble and 
what accords with the rules of the prophets and the legacies of their covenants, 
which forbids evil, its exponents and roots, and addresses us in discourses that 
have proved true time after time and age after age, when I found the books of 
the prophets whom you believe in witnessing to him and foretelling his empire 
and religion, as we have made clear, I entered it and through it put my hope in 
what is from God’?#!? 

If you claim that there is no necessity to accept a man with this descrip- 
tion, prophethood, graciousness and proofs, all that you claim is overturned 
and you are driven off to unbelief with all you believe. | If you appeal to dual- 
ism and idolatry and the like, what they pass on from their leaders and declare 
from their preachers and beguilers, and what is to be found in their psalmodies 
and writings to confirm their reports, we have already said things about this at 
the beginning of the book to which no one can be deaf except someone whose 
concern is obstruction and dissension and whose religion is obstinacy and wil- 
fulness. For these people seek to contradict and call to impurity and deviation, 
so they deviate and associate others with God, and they are obliterated. They 
cannot be compared with a man whose leader was truth, whose way forward 
was guidance, whose emblem was devotion to God and abstinence and whose 
call was to one, single God, the God of Abraham and all the prophets (peace be 
upon them), and whom the prophets foretold, as has been made clear. 


412 There is undoubtedly some autobiographical sentiment in this rhetorical question. 
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So, throw aside conjecture and pretence, my cousins, may God bring you 
closer to him, and follow the safest and best signposted of roads and avoid 
the ones that are most delusive and ominous. If you set yourselves to do this, 
you will certainly find that the reasons and causes by which we ourselves have 
accepted the prophethood of the Prophet (peace be upon him) are the reasons 
and causes by which you have accepted Christ and Moses (peace be upon 
them). Hence, if in this we have been wrong, open to God’s punishment and 
renegades, then so are you as well. So examine yourselves, interrogate us before 
your minds and intellects, produce arguments for us and yourselves and against 
us and yourselves, so that what covers you may be lifted away and you will see 
certainty itself with the help of God. 

If anyone should find fault with the Prophet (peace be upon him), and say 
that he (peace be upon him) linked evil with God, well he spoke about God's 
justice, mercy and might, as I have mentioned at the beginning of this | book. 
God, blessed and almighty, said to Moses (peace be upon him), ‘I will harden 
Pharaoh’s heart so that he will not let you go out from the land of Egypt.“ The 
prophet Isaiah (peace be upon him) says, ‘God has created security and has 
brought into being good and bad together.*1* Paul, in your eyes the foremost 
in being obeyed, says in his Letter to Timothy, ‘A great house does not contain 
vessels of only silver and gold, but in addition it contains vessels of wood and 
clay, some of them for honour and some for shame. He means the world, and 
the joyful and miserable who are in it. 

At the end of this book of mine, I will ask you, may God guide you, a com- 
prehensive, conclusive and convincing question. What would you say about 
someone who arrived in this region from as far away as India or China seek- 
ing for guidance, asking about the religions that are here and wanting to know 
about the faiths of its people? He is told that among them are people of a faith 
named Magians, who worship the stars and fires and claim that God is the Cre- 
ator of what is good and the light, and Satan is the creator of what is dark and the 


413 Exodus 7:3-4 
414 Isaiah 45:7. 
415 2Timothy 2:20. 
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bad; that battle never ceases between them and they never stop or rest, though 
they never gain what they want, they are both incapable and bewildered; that 
God’s desire and pleasure is for intercourse with mothers and daughters, in 
purifying with the fetid urine of cows, and in dedication to shameless behaviour 
and cavorting; that the spirits of their dead return to them once every year, and 
take the food and drink that is put before them and help themselves to more of 
it for their journey away; and little-known practices such as we have mentioned 
at the beginning of the book, filthy behaviour, and afflictions clearly among 
them from God, | and ancient prophecies against them of which the books of 
the prophets speak, as I have shown above. 

Among them are people called Manichaeans,"® whose religion is like the 
religion of these people, though it goes beyond it in deviation, ignorance, 
impurity, filthiness and depravity. 

Among them are people of a faith called Christians. Among them are a group 
who claim that when God saw that Satan’s power was supreme, his rule was 
beyond control, and the prophets were powerless to resist him, he sent his 
timeless, eternal Son, without peer among all creatures. He entered a woman’s 
womb and was born of her and grew, and he confronted Satan, but Satan seized 
him and killed him and then he crucified him at the hands of a small gang of 
his supporters.” A group of them say that the one killed was the temple of this 
Son and his dwelling place,*!* because he became one with this human, so that 
this eternal being ate the food of this temporal being, he relieved himself by his 
retreating and relieving himself, and he was killed by his being killed. 

Among them are people of a faith called Jews. In their hands are books of 
men they call prophets, and they relate from them that they condemned them. 
They say that God has withdrawn from them, he detests their religion, he has 
driven them into distant places, he has extinguished their light and has sworn 
that he will never turn back to them. 


416 Literally zindigqs. 

417 Cf. al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim, Radd, pp. 317-318, explicitly ascribing this story to all Christian 
groups. 

418 The Patriarch Timothy I employs this typically Nestorian metaphor in his debate with 
al-Mahdi (Mingana, ‘Apology’, p. 163), while ‘Ali’s contemporaries, the Nestorian ‘Ammar 
al-Basri (Hayek, Apologie et controverses, pp. 194, 196) and the Muslim Aba ‘Isa al-Warraq 
(Thomas, Against the Incarnation, pp. 88-89, 166-169), both refer to it. 
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Among them are the people of this pure, exalted faith who are called Mus- 
lims. They say that God is single, everlasting, with no partner and no one victo- 
rious other than him but his is the power and everlasting kingdom, he has no 
son or parent, the compassionate, the merciful, the first, the last. Their Prophet 
ordained for them from God devotion to parents, fasting, worship, cleanliness, 
purity, made holy for them things that are acceptable, prohibited them things 
that are unclean, promised them paradise and warned of the fire. 

So, which | of these faiths and religions should this Indian or Chinese believe 
in, which would he subscribe to, and which would he think acceptable if he 
was fully able to decide, stable of character, desirous of absolute truth and 
nothing else? Or what would be God’s argument against one of his servants 
if he were to say to him, just and compassionate as he is and ‘never unjust in 
the least degree’#!9 to anyone, ‘My God, I have heard a herald summoning to 
your oneness, declaring your greatness, praising you and glorifying you, and 
I have responded. I have seen that he commands belief in your prophets and 
pure ones, and enjoins worship, fasting and alms-giving, and I have obeyed. 
And I have seen that he cut one of my members and the members of those 
who are precious and beloved to me, so I cut them in the hope of what is in 
your keeping and in humble obedience to your command.#?° And I saw that he 
commanded the pilgrimage from far, distant lands, so I made the pilgrimage 
and went, without slackening at all. I saw that he urged fighting against your 
enemies, those who do not believe in you, and calling them to you, so I made 
the call and I fought and strove in all this for you, neither holding back nor 
letting up. And I saw religions and faiths that had no awareness or knowledge 
of what I have just explained, so I cast it all aside and had nothing to do with 
it, and I clung onto what I thought was the most substantial link and the most 
direct way forward, which would please you. My God, if I have been ignorant 
in what I have chosen and have followed the easier course, you are the most 
truthful One who will have mercy on his servant who has tried his utmost to 
seek what is with you, but has mistaken the way to you. 


419 Q 4:40. 
420 This is evidently a reference to circumcision, which a convert to Islam would be likely to 
remember acutely (Mingana does not translate this sentence). 
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My cousins, these are acceptable words and an excuse that would not be 
rejected by humans who are imperfect and stubborn, so even less by the Most 
Compassionate of those who are compassionate and the Most Just of judges, 
who only burdens a soul with what it can bear. So consider, may God guide you, 
these | admonitions and examples, let go of rebellious ideas, and remove the 
veils from [your] eyes and the barriers and locks from [your] hearts. From all the 
points that have been written, confine yourselves to the point of prophethood 
alone, or to the reports of these pious preachers of the Prophet (peace be upon 
him), or to the point of the triumphant victory that took place in the name 
of the God of Abraham, or to this Book which speaks directly and the fine 
qualities within it which I have set out above, or to the prophecies, prophecy 
by prophecy, report by report, and their meanings and explanations I have 
presented. Accept from me, for I have sifted for you my advice, and realise that 
in what I have written I have not looked to be boastful or puffed up, but I have 
desired what is with God who does not fail the one who hopes in him, and to be 
in accord with his caliph and servant Ja‘far the Imam al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Llah, 
the Commander of the Faithful (may God strengthen him).4#! 

In this I hope for thanks and affection from eminent and noble Muslims 
and reasonable and exemplary protected people, because I have shown their 
common people what I have tried to show, revealed to them the discussion I 
have made, let them understand what I understand, and have intended that 
they should share in the light that was brought to me and the success of what 
I hope for. The good of this and gain from it will be mine and theirs if I have 
succeeded, while the ignominy of it will be mine and not theirs if I have been 
mistaken in what I have said. I beg to be safeguarded and my shortcomings 
concealed in perpetuity, I seek protection for occasions of heedlessness, and I 
beg of him steadying against stumbling, and covering to shield me and give me 
safety, and for what I have written and said an outcome for myselfin accordance 
with what I have hoped from him here and hereafter. 


421 ‘Ali’s insistent expression of his hope to please both God and the caliph may be more than 
rhetoric. It suggests that al-Mutawakkil was closely interested in this writing—or at least 
‘Ali thought he was, and felt under an obligation to make known his intentions. 
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In this book of mine, which I have named The Book of Religion | and Empire, 
the error and pointlessness of Judaism*?? and the infamies and errors of dual- 
ism and fatalism have been fully set out, so that the reader will see clearly that 
they have been totally abolished and darkened over, and that the luminous light 
and the guiding belief is Islam alone. Blessings to God for the way he has guided 
me, and to his servant and caliph Ja‘far al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Llah, Commander of 
the Faithful (may God prolong his life), for what he has firmly brought me to, 
and has drawn me and others of the protected people to by his attracting and 
alarming, his esteeming and appreciating all people together. For this reason, 
I have made the first part of this book of mine into a description of what my 
understanding has attained from his excellent qualities, the effects of his gra- 
ciousness, the friendliness of his government, the success of his empire, the 
abundance of his conquests and the duties incumbent upon the people of the 
faith and those who are under protection, obey him and thank him. Peace be 
upon those who follow guidance and know piety intimately, who love whole- 
someness and righteousness and promote and advance them both. 


The book is concluded. Praise and strength to God. This is in the morning of 
Friday, 4 Muharram, in the year 616, may God be pleased with its arrival. The 
one who wrote it down for himself is the servant in need of God’s mercy and 
pardon, ‘Abd al-Hamid ibn al-Husayn ibn Bashiq, who praises God almighty for 
his grace, and prays and asks for peace always for ever and eternally upon our 
master Muhammad his Prophet, his family and his companions. 

I have concluded, and this book was the last that Jamal al-Din wrote down 
for himself with the help of God, because he died shortly after doing so. 


422 There is no substantial refutation of Judaism in the work. Either this is a mistake for 
‘Christianity’, or the result of a memory lapse on ‘Ali’s part, or a reference to a part of the 
work that he intended to include but never did. See the similar reference on pp. 218-219 
above. 
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